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Abstract 
 
Curatorial Authority and Mediation of Culture: 
Moscow Art Exhibitions 1974–1993 
 
Marina Maximova 
 
Supervisors: Professor Susan E. Reid and Professor Marsha Meskimmon 
 
This thesis offers a critical history of curation in Moscow in the period between 1974 and 1993, 
arguing that the history of curation can be used as a lens through which to examine how culture 
is negotiated during a period of social change and transformation. By making use of oral history 
and primary archival research, the thesis locates the beginnings of a particular approach to 
curating that emerges in the social and cultural context of late Soviet Russia. The thesis 
challenges the commonly held view among scholars that contemporary forms of curating 
emerged in the wake of Mikhail Gorbachev’s liberalisation policies of the late 1980s and the 
corollary dissolution of the USSR. Rather than viewing the development of curation as a 
product of ‘unofficial’ culture, this thesis argues that it was part of a wider and more sequential 
process rooted in the reshaping of public life starting in the Brezhnev era. Although the term 
kurator was absent in the Soviet art context until the early 1990s, the thesis uncovers a set of 
‘curatorial’ concerns about the negotiation of the process of communication between art and 
its publics. The history of exhibitions therefore is seen as a forum comprised by the dynamic 
interactions between artists, their works, art institutions and their different publics. To illustrate 
this, the thesis introduces a typology of five curatorial roles in the late Soviet period: 
gatekeeper, impresario, tusovshchik, tastemaker and auteur. Each avatar represents a new 
phase in understanding of art publics and the modes of communication that they require.   
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Figure 
5.13 
T. Mashukova-Antoshina (Based on sketch of A.Kulik) Model of Krasny 
Bogatyr’ factory. August, 1991.  Okrestnosti galereii Regina [Surroundings 
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of Regina gallery], 1–25 August 1991.  Author: unknown. Regina Gallery 
archive. 
Figure 
5.14. 
Oleg Golosii. Samo-Stoiatel’noe iskusstvo [Self-Standing art], Central 
House of Artists, 12–26 October 1991. Author: unknown. Regina Gallery 
archive 
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Figure 
5. 15. 
Oleg Golosii. Samo-Stoiatel’noe iskusstvo [Self-Standing art], Central 
House of Artists, 12–26 October 1991. Author: unknown. Regina Gallery 
archive 
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Figure 
5.16 
Apologiia Zastenchivosti, ili iskusstvo iz pervykh ruk [Apologetics of 
shyness, or art from the first hands], 27–28 June 1992 Regina gallery, 
Moscow.  Author: unknown. Regina Gallery archive 
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Figure 
5.17 
Apologiia Zastenchivosti, ili iskusstvo iz pervykh ruk [Apologetics of 
shyness, or art from the first hands], 27–28 June 1992 Regina gallery, 
Moscow.  Author: unknown. Regina Gallery archive 
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Figure 
5.18 
Apologiia Zastenchivosti, ili iskusstvo iz pervykh ruk [Apologetics of 
shyness, or art from the first hands], 27–28 June 1992 Regina gallery, 
Moscow.  Author: unknown. Regina Gallery archive 
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Figure 
5.19 
Anatoly Osmolovskii, Leopardy vryvaiutsia v khram [Leopards break into a 
temple], Festival of Installations Animalisticheskie proiekty [Animalistik 
projects], 5 March 1992 Author: unknown. Regina Gallery archive 
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Figure 
5.20 
Shizokitai. Galiutsinatsii u vlasti [Shizo-China, Hallucinations of authority]. 
Expo on Frunzenskaia Quay in Moscow, 13 – 25 October 1990. Archive of 
Garage Museum of Contemporary Art, Moscow 
303 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1  
Introduction 
Research Context, Aim and Questions 
 
This thesis offers a critical history of curation between 1974 and 1993. In Europe and 
North America, the topic of the history of exhibitions and curatorial thinking represents an 
extensive agenda and has become established as a subject of scholarly research.1 The history 
of exhibitions in Russia, in particular in the late Soviet and post-Soviet periods, has also 
recently become a vibrant field of academic and curatorial enquiry to which this project seeks 
to contribute. During my research I was often asked why I chose to focus on the presentation 
of artworks while so many aspects of late Soviet art remain understudied. I am interested in 
exhibitions first and foremost as nexus where artists, their works, art institutions and many 
different publics intersect.2 My incentive in exploring the history of late Soviet exhibitions 
comes from the desire to understand the context of art production and consumption, and the 
forces which mediate the complex relations between art and its publics. 
The notion of cultural mediation is central to this study and to the definition of the 
curator which it adopts. Despite the abundance of literature on the subject, the understanding 
of this role and its functions remains controversial.3 What distinguishes a curator from a 
                                               
 
1 An important element in this process was the establishment of curatorial studies programmes conceived as 
places not only for practical training but also for theoretical research.  The first such programmes appeared in 
the late 1980s and early 1990s, but they have become more widespread since the early 2000s. The oldest ones to 
still exist today include: MA in Curating Contemporary Art, Royal College of Art, established 1992; Centre for 
Curatorial Studies and Art in Contemporary Culture, Bard College of Art and Design, established 1994; MFA in 
Curating (previously MA in Creative Curating), Goldsmith’s College, established 1995. In 2019 there are at 
least 41 curatorial programmes offered in the UK alone. Curatorial education in Russia remains less developed, 
however. The first MA programme in the field Curation of Art Practices was launched by the Russian State 
Humanitarian University in 2010. Today it is the only higher educational institution in Russia offering a 
programme of this kind. 
2 Marincola, P. ‘Introduction’ in Marincola, P (ed.) What makes a great exhibition? Philadelphia, PA: Chicago, 
IL: Philadelphia Exhibitions Initiative, Philadelphia Center for Arts and Heritage, 2006, p.9 
3 For different understandings of what the role of a curator entails, see, for example, Greenberg, R. (ed.) 
Thinking about exhibition. Routledge, 1995; Hoffmann, J., Gillick, L., Buren, D., Baldessari, J. and Rosler, M. 
(eds) The Next Documenta Should Be Curated by an Artist. Cambridge MA: Revolver, 2005; Marincola, P (ed.)  
What makes a great exhibition? Philadelphia, PA: Philadelphia Exhibitions Initiative, Philadelphia Center for 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2  
museum keeper, critic, collector, artist or dealer? The thesis understands this role as 
encompassing and transcending all those elements. I propose to regard the curator as a mediator 
who, by selecting, arranging and interpreting art, establishes relations with art viewers.4 Thus, 
curation is both a process of organising the display of art works and a means of addressing its 
viewers, whereby the curator brings together and shapes new groups of publics. 5 In this thesis 
the curator is regarded primarily as someone who by making works of art public facilitates the 
production of various publics. 
The project focuses on the years between 1974 and 1993. Although the term kurator 
was absent in the Soviet art context until the end of the 1980s and the beginning of the 1990s, 
I suggest that the period under scrutiny gave rise to concerns which can be defined as 
fundamentally ‘curatorial’, namely about who should negotiate the process of communication 
between art and its publics and how. The understanding of the term ‘public’, be it a group of 
people, a physical space or an abstract notion, was different within the late Soviet context than 
in Europe and North America, where the profession of art curator was well established and 
developed. As I shall discuss further in this section and throughout the thesis, ideas about what 
constitutes the public, and how various publics operate, underwent significant transformations 
                                               
 
Arts and Heritage, 2006; Rand, S., Kouris, H. (eds.) Cautionary tales: Critical curating. New York: Apexart, 
2007; Levi Strauss, D. The Bias of the World: Curating after Szeemann and Hopps , Art Lies: A Contemporary 
Art Quarterly, Death of the Curator, №59, pp36–43. Roberts, J., Frieling, G., Bishop, C. and Condorelli, C. 
(eds.) Manifesta Journal: The Curator as Producer Amsterdam: Manifesta Foundation, 2010; Medina, C., 
Fischer, B., Manacorda, F., Morales, L. and Gleadowe T. (eds) Raising Frankenstein: Curatorial Education and 
Its Discontents. Banff Alberta, London: The Banff Center Press, Koenig Books, 2011; O'Neill, P. The Culture of 
Curating and the Curating of Culture(s) Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 2012; Lind, M. Performing the 
Curatorial: Within and Beyond Art. Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2012; Smith, T. Thinking Contemporary Curating. 
New York, NY: Independent Curators International, 2012; Martinon, J.-P. The Curatorial: A Philosophy of 
Curating. London, UK: Bloomsbury Academic, 2015 
4 Mari Carmen Ramirez suggest that the role of ‘mediator’ replaced that of an ‘arbiter of taste’. As I shall further 
demonstrate in the following discussion my understanding of ‘mediator’ does not dismiss the ‘arbiter’ role but 
includes it as one of the elements of the curatorial functions. Ramirez, M.C. ‘Artistic arbiter or cultural 
brokers?’ in Greenberg, R. (ed.) Thinking About Exhibitions. London: Routledge, 2010, pp.21-38 
5 Simon, S. Constitutive Effects: The Techniques of the Curator, in O'Neill, P. (ed.) Curating Subjects London: 
Open Editions, 2007, p.175. On creation of public by virtues of address see: Warner, M. Publics and 
Counterpublics. New York: Zone Books, 2002. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3  
during the period under study. I propose to regard the development of curation as part of this 
wider change. 
It follows from the above observation that the functions and role of the curator did not 
remain static throughout the period. The thesis identifies five avatars of this role: gatekeeper, 
impresario, tusovshchik, tastemaker and, finally, auteur. The development of these functions 
does not suggest that each succeeding one replaced the preceding; on the contrary, I argue that 
each new function was a transformation and addition to the previous, while some common 
features can be traced through all the stages. Discussion of the succession of these roles reveals 
their correlation with the changing notion of art publics and the modes of communication that 
they required. 
Existing accounts of late Soviet curatorial projects understand curation as a practice 
unfolding within the boundaries of the so-called ‘unofficial’ art world.6 The emergence of 
curation is commonly presented as an outcome of Mikhail Gorbachev’s liberalisation policies 
of the late 1980s and the ensuing dissolution of the USSR.7 By contrast, this thesis challenges 
this notion that the development of curation depended on ‘unofficial’ culture but regards it as 
part of a wider and more sequential process rooted in the Brezhnev era. The analysis will 
therefore depart from the traditional categories of 'official’ versus ‘unofficial’, ‘public’ versus 
‘private’. Instead, it will trace the emergence of the curatorial thinking in the 1970s and discuss 
its subsequent development through the 1980s and 1990s. 
Straddling the fields of late Soviet social history, art history and international curatorial 
studies, the thesis aims to answer the following research question: Can curation be used as a 
lens to understand the mediation of culture in late Soviet period? 
                                               
 
6 See, for example, Bobrinskaia, E. Kontseptualizm [Conceptualism]. Moskva: Galart, 1994, p.20; Bokhorov, K. 
‘Moskovskii kontseptualism i printsipy kuratorstva [Moscow Conceptualism and the principles of curating]’. 
Dialogi ob Iskusstve, vol. 2, March-April, 2011; Tupitsyn, M., Tupitsyn, V. and Morris, D. Anti-shows. Aptart 
1982-84: Exhibition Histories Vol. 8. Köln: König, 2017. 
7 See, for example: Selina, E., and Obukhova, A. Rekonstruktsiia [Rconstruction] 1990-2000: Exhibition 
Catalogue, Moskva: Art Guide, 2013, Selina, E. (ed.) The 90s. Exhibition catalogue. Ekaterinburg: Yeltsin 
Center, 2015; Fowle, K. & and Addison, R. Exhibit Russia: The New International Decade 1986-1996. 
Moscow: Garage Museum of Contemporary Art, 2016, Misiano, A. Institut kuratorstva v Rossii. Zametki na 
poliakh edva li slozhivsheisia professii [Institution of curation in Russia. Notes on the margians of a hardly 
established profession], Khudzhestvenny Zhurnal, №101, 2017. This issue is further discussed in the following 
sections of the introduction 
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In order to answer this overarching question, I shall address the following sub-
questions: 
1. What typologies of the curatorial practices can be identified in the late Soviet 
period? 
2. How did the curatorial practices contribute to formation of different art publics? 
3. How can a focus on curatorial practices be used to rethink the paradigms of 
continuity and change in late Soviet cultural life? 
 
Methods, Methodology and Literature Survey 
 
The study employs a variety of research methods and data sources. First, oral history 
lies at the core of the project. The thesis features a number of interviews with the selected 
participants who had first-hand knowledge of the Moscow art scene. The interviewees included 
artists, curators, critics and theorists whose work was influential in the period under study.8 
Together with a review of the secondary literature, this helped me to identify the key 
exhibitions and crucial changes in curatorial thinking. 
The data collection took the form of semi-structured responsive interviews and follow-
up conversations.9 The interviewees shared their recollections of various artistic events, 
describing their involvement. The questions aimed at investigating various aspects of 
exhibitions, such as their preparation, starting from the initial ideas to the openings, the 
distribution of the roles among the participants, the criteria for selection and arrangement of 
works, display design, the expectations of artists and organisers, the reactions of various 
                                               
 
8 See: ‘Interviews’ 
9 Rubin, H. and Rubin, I. Qualitative Interviewing: The Art of Hearing Data. (3rd ed.), 2011. The authors 
emphasise the importance of the development of an ongoing relationship with interviewees, whom they term 
conversational partners, and define their model as in-depth interviewing, in which researchers respond and 
amend the course of the interview according to what they hear. For each interview, I had a number of prepared 
questions, including basic descriptive or help-me-understand questions, structural/paradigmatic questions, 
follow-up/clarifying questions, experience/example questions, comparison/contrast questions. For further 
explanations of the typology of questions and approaches to active interviewing see: Janesick, V.J. Oral History 
Interviewing: Issues and Possibilities, in Leavy, P. (ed.) The Oxford Handbook of Qualitative Research. 
Oxford: Oxford Library of Psychology, 2014, p.300-14 
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audience groups and retrospective assessments of the events. I consulted the private collections 
of interviewees, including photographs, catalogues and organisational documents, which 
helped me to reconstruct a more nuanced and comprehensive picture and build a more 
evidence-based argument.  
The analysis of the collected data aimed to minimise the dangers of the retrospective 
approach.10 The terminology and theoretical references which many of the interviewees used 
in their discussions could have been influenced by their current exposure to global art and 
curatorial discourses rather than being a realistic representation of their ideas back in the period. 
I sought to triangulate this issue by critically comparing their responses with published and 
unpublished materials, such as personal correspondence, diaries and drafts of texts, produced 
by the artists, critics and other art professionals during the period under investigation.  
Second, I conducted research in state and privately-funded archives. The nature of the 
archived material, and its accessibility, is indicative of the state of the exhibition history field 
in Russia. One of the major sources of archival data is the Russian State Archive of Literature 
and Arts (RGALI). It is the major source on exhibitions within the official structures and holds 
materials documenting activities of state cultural institutions, including professional creative 
unions. Equally important was the Media Archive of the National Centre of Contemporary Art, 
which holds documentation of a number of alternative artistic organisations and private 
archives of artists, including their photographs of events, catalogues and film recordings.  
Privately-funded institutions hold the bulk of the documents on art events outside of 
the official art structures. The Garage Museum of Contemporary Art plays a particularly 
important role in the construction and study of Russian and Soviet exhibition history. In the 
last five years it has acquired a great number of private collections of materials documenting 
art exhibitions from the late 1950s, with an emphasis on alternative art.  
Finally, the literature review is dispersed across all five chapters of the thesis. It is 
organised chronologically with the main part covering the period preceding the study period 
being embedded in the following sections of the introduction. The literature is further surveyed 
in each of the chapters. The literature review engages with a wide scope of sources and brings 
together several disciplines, such as late Soviet social history, cultural history and international 
                                               
 
10 I aimed to focus on how things are remembered, rather than treating oral history as a ‘storehouse of facts’. 
Abrams, L. Oral History Theory. Abingdon, Oxon; New York, NY: Routledge, 2016, p.98 
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curatorial studies. It also inspires the methodological framework of the project, which consists 
of critiquing the binary oppositions and fundamental polarities fixed within Soviet society, 
such as the opposition of private and public, official and unofficial. 
 
Why ‘curator’? 
 
The Russian word kurator has a twofold meaning. Its interpretation as an art 
professional became widespread only at the beginning of the 1990s, following the growing 
exposure of Soviet art to global art market.11 Although the role of an institutional curator 
existed in the Soviet Union, those professionals were not called curators, but keepers, research 
staff members, or directors of museums. Kurator was used to signify anyone entrusted with 
the supervision of something or someone, but rarely, if ever, in relation to art.12 It also had 
negative connotations, since it often referred to a KGB officer assigned to control the activities 
of suspicious individuals, such as, for example, alternative artists or poets. 
To clarify why I chose to adopt the notion of a curator and how that concept is 
understood in the context of this study, I shall discuss the different functions of this role, and 
the evolution of approaches to the mediation of culture and addressing and cultivating publics 
through art displays. The history of curation should be seen as a history of relations between 
art and viewers and the evolution of forces which determined them. If, in pre-revolutionary 
Russia, their developement proceeded broadly in parallel with Western Europe than the system 
of art in the USSR differed significantly. Many of the traditional roles involved in the 
negotiation of contact between art and viewers, not only that of a curator, but also that of an 
art dealer or an art critic, either did not exist or had very different functions. Nevertheless, the 
practice of cultural mediation played a key role in Soviet cultural policy. It underwent 
transformation throughout the Soviet period that change became even more acute in the period 
of the study. 
 
                                               
 
11 In all the interviews I conducted, interviewees mention that they rarely used the term ‘kurator’ until then, and 
even if they did, it was used in reference to the foreign practitioners. 
12 This definition of ‘kurator’ is taken from Ozhegov, S., Shvedova, N. Dictionary of Russian language. (4th 
ed.), 1997 
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Exhibition Making in Pre-Revolutionary Russia 
 
Historically, the emergence of a curatorial role was inextricably connected to the 
advancement of the concept of the public and the emergence of civil society.13 The first 
officially-sanctioned public art displays in Russia were regular exhibitions introduced by the 
Russian Academy of Arts in 1762.14 All the decisions regarding the selection and presentation 
of the works were decided by the academic juries and hanging committees.15 As scholars have 
argued, the establishment and evolution of such regular displays was closely connected with 
the issue of the identification of a public or a viewer.16  
The Academy’s singular authority in mediating art was quickly challenged, however. 
By the early nineteenth century, the role of the art critic had gained in prominence. Art critics 
were not curators, in the sense that they did not produce exhibitions; they were educators and 
mediators between artists, artworks and viewers. The influence of art critics was such that by 
the late nineteenth century, Russian exhibitions ‘were fashioned by the popular press as much 
as by painters, architects, patrons and curators’.17 
                                               
 
13 Simon, S. ‘Constitutive Effects: The Techniques of the Curator’, in O'Neill, P. (ed.) Curating Subjects 
London: Open Editions, 2007, p.175 
14 For more on the development of The Russian Academy of the Arts see, for example: Gray, R. Russian Genre 
Painting in the Nineteenth Century. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2000. As Margaret Samu argued, another 
opportunity for people of all social classes to learn about art, show their connoisseurship in the field, and engage 
in art-related discussions were displays of foreign art and estates auctions. Samu, M. “Art Exhibitions at 
Auctions and Estate Sales in St Petersburg 1750-1825”, Association of Slavic, East European and Eurasian 
Studies (ASEEES), 2018. 
15 For more on the principles of an academic display, see, for example: Courtauld Institute of Art. 
Exhibitionism: The Art of Display. London: Courtauld Institute of Art, 2010 
16 For more on the issue of the production of the public see, for example, in relation to nineteenth-century Paris: 
Crow, T. Painters and Public Life in Eighteenth-century Paris. New Haven, Conn: Yale University Press, 2000; 
in relation to nineteenth-century Britain: Solkin, David H. Art on the Line: the Royal Academy Exhibitions at 
Somerset House, 1780-1836. New Haven, Conn: Published for the Paul Mellon Centre for Studies in British Art 
and the Courtauld Institute Gallery by Yale University Press, 2001. 
17 Dianina, K. ‘Museum and Message: Writing Public Culture in Imperial Russia’ in The Slavic and East 
European Review, Vol. 56, No. 2, 2012 p. 173-195 
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The emergence and advancement of the art critic’s role of a mediator between art and 
public were part of the development of public life.18 The evolution of this profession in Russia, 
its role in the mediation of culture, and the shaping of the notion of culture through it, became 
the focus of “Russian Visual Arts: Documents from the British Library Collection” project.19 
As contributors to the project Carol Adlam and Juliet Simpson  argued in their study of Russian 
and European art criticism in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, art critics played key 
roles in ‘conditioning the form of the emerging public sphere’.20 Russia provided a particularly 
striking example of the emergence of this profession, as has been thoroughly examined by 
Alexei Makhrov, another member of the project. He demonstrated that the slightly delayed 
development of art criticism in Russia was part of the larger process of the emergence of public 
opinion associated with the rise of the radical intelligentsia in the 1860s and the emancipation 
of the serfs in 1861.21 This process was further facilitated by the booming publishing industry 
and the rapid development of the printed word.22  
                                               
 
18 For more discussion of French art criticism see, for example, Wrigley, R. The Origins of French Art 
Criticism: from the Ancien Regime to the Restoration. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995; Crow, T. 
Painters and Public Life in Eighteenth-century Paris. New Haven, Conn: Yale University Press, 2000; for the 
later development of art criticism see, for example: Gee, M.(ed.) Art Criticism Since 1900 Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 1993 
19 "Russian Visual Arts: Documents from the British Library Collection" Department of Russian at the 
University of Exeter and the Department of Russian and Slavonic Studies at the University of Sheffield, 2002-
2003. Available at: https://www.dhi.ac.uk/rva/. 
20 Adlam, C. and Simpson, J. Critical Exchange: Art Criticism of the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries in 
Russia and Western Europe. Bern: Peter Lang, 2009, pp.20-21.  
21 Makhrov, A. ‘The Pioneers of Russian Art Criticism: Between State and Public Opinion, 1804-1855’ in The 
Slavonic and East European Review, Vol. 81, No. 4, 2003, pp. 614-633  
22 For more on the development of public opinion in Russia, see, for example: Clowes, E., Kassow, Samuel D, 
and West, J L. (eds.) Between Tsar and People: Educated Society and the Quest for Public Identity in Late 
Imperial Russia Princeton, N.J. ; Oxford: Princeton University Press, 1991; Grosul, V. Russkoe obshchestvo 
XVIII—XIX vekov: Traditsii i novatsii, Moscow: Nauka, 2003; Malinova, O. Obshchestvo, publika, 
obshchestvennost’ v Rossii serediny XIX—nachala XX veka: Otrazhenie v poniatiiakh praktik publichnoi 
kommunikatsii i obshchestvennoi samodeiatel’nosti’  in Miller, A., Sdvizhkov, D, and Shirle, I. (eds.) 
Poniatiia o Rossii: K istoricheskoi semantike imperatorskogo perioda, T. 1. Moscow: Novoe literaturnoe 
obozrenie, 2012 pp. 428–463; Matsui, Y. (ed.) Obshchestvennost’ and Civic Agency in Late Imperial and 
Soviet Russia: Interface between State and Society, Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015 
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Public art museums, which started to emerge in the nineteenth century in Russia and 
Europe, played the major role in the mediation of culture. Unlike in the Academy system, their 
displays were assembled not by juries, but by selected connoisseurs, who acted as the ultimate 
arbiters of taste, or as knowing subjects with specialist expertise who enabled the knowing of 
the others.23 In his influential essay ‘The Exhibitionary Complex’ Tony Bennett connected the 
appearance of museums with the dissolution of the feudal system, the establishment of 
‘bourgeois society’ and the subject status of the ‘citizen’.24 Bennett explained that museums 
exercised a dual function; on the one hand creating an illusion of visitors’ power over art 
institutions, but on the other hand submitting them to a specific code of conduct. Museum 
connoisseurs not only brought art to viewers, but also ‘shaped them into civilised members of 
society’.25 Thus, through the selection, framing and interpretation of art, museum connoisseurs 
offered art appreciation as an opportunity of public uplift, but also provided space for 
demonstrations of bourgeois distinction. 26  
The Russian Imperial Hermitage was the last among the major European collections of 
art to admit the general public.27 Despite earlier attempts to make it public, it was not until 
1852 that the Hermitage started to admit visitors by a strict ticket system, and although this 
was abolished in 1866, access was not universal until 1922.28 Katya Dianina connected the 
hesitance of the ruling elite in establishing a national collection with their desire to preserve 
                                               
 
23 Hooper-Greenhill, E. Museums and the Shaping of Knowledge, London: Routledge, 2015, p. 168. For more 
on the role of the curator as connoisseur see, for example, Heinrich, N. and Pollak, M. ‘From Museum Curator 
to Exhibition Auteur: Inventing a Singular Position’ in Greenberg, R., Ferguson, B.W., and Sandy Nairne (eds.) 
Thinking about Exhibitions, London: Routledge, 1996, pp. 23–250. 
24 Bennett, T. ‘The Exhibitionary complex’ in Greenberg, R., Ferguson, B.W. and Sandy Nairne (eds.) Thinking 
about Exhibitions, London: Routledge, 1996, pp. 81-112. For further discussion of the civilising role of 
museums see: Ward, F. ‘The Haunted Museum: Institutional Critique and Publicity’, October, 1 №73, 1995; 
Duncan, C. Civilising Rituals: Inside Public Art Museums. London: Routledge, 1995; and Hooper-Greenhill, E. 
Museums and the Shaping of Knowledge, London: Routledge, 2015. 
25 Duncan, C. Civilising Rituals: Inside Public Art Museums. London: Routledge, 1995, pp.38-40 
26 Prior, N. Museums and Modernity: Art Galleries and the Making of Modern Culture. New York, NY: Berg, 
2002. 
27 For a discussion of the museum as a proto-institution of the Russian public sphere see: Dianina, K. ‘Art and 
Authority: The Hermitage of Catherine the Great’, The Russian Review, , №63, 2004pp. 630-654. 
28 Gray, R. Russian Genre Painting in the Nineteenth Century. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2000. 
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their authority and the reluctance to break the existing circle of power and patronage by opening 
art to the public.29 The system of private patronage seemingly offered an alternative to the 
Royal collection as numerous aristocratic Russian families to open public museums in the first 
half of the nineteenth century.30 The type of relations which they established between art and 
viewers, however, were similar to that of the Royal collection, as they were usually managed 
by an appointed expert and advocated the same principles of cultural mediation and public 
address.31  
Importantly, a growing number of initiatives were located in Moscow, which revived 
the previously dull artistic life in the city, allowing it to compete with St Petersburg in the 
number of public art displays which it had to offer.32 The major stimulant for its further 
development was the efforts of Moscow-based patrons.33 The emergence of a private art market 
dominated by wealthy merchant-patrons, and hence far less dependent upon the traditional 
sources of art patronage – the State and aristocracy – was one of the distinguishing features of 
the period.34 Their collecting and display strategies offered a new insight in how and who 
delivered art to viewers. One of the most striking examples was Pavel Tretyakov, whose 
                                               
 
29 Dianina, K. ‘Museum and Message: Writing Public Culture in Imperial Russia’, The Slavic and East 
European Journal, Vol. 56, No. 2, 2012 pp. 173-195 
30 Gray, R. Russian Genre Painting in the Nineteenth Century. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2000. 
31 One of the most successful cases was the Museum of Western European Painting of Prince S.M. Golitsyn 
opened by Sergei Golitsyn in 1865. Here the exhibitions were ‘curated’ by Dr Karl Ginzburg. The museum was 
housed in a mansion on Volkhonka street and was open to the public free of charge, with Ginzburg himself 
leading the tours. In 1886, however, the collection was acquired by the Hermitage.  
32 For more on the Muscovite patrons of art see: Yakobson, S. ‘Russian Art Collectors and Philanthropists: The 
Shchukins and the Morozovs of Moscow’. Studies in the History of Art, №6, 1974, pp. 156-173. Gray, R.P. 
‘Muscovite Patrons of European painting: The collections of Vasily Kokorev, Dmitry Botkin and Sergei 
Tretyakov’, Journal of the History of Collections, Volume 10, Issue 2, January, 1998, pp. 189–198.  
33 Among these were such wealthy merchants as the brothers Pavel and Sergei Tretyakov, Vasily Kokorev, 
Fiodr Prianishnikov and Kozma Soldatenkov. Gray, R. Russian Genre Painting in the Nineteenth Century. 
Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2000, p.36 
34 Norman, J.O. ‘Pavel Tretyakov and Merchant Art Patronage, 1850-1900’ in Clowes, E. W., Kassow, S. D. 
and West, J. L. (eds.) Between Tsar and People: Educated Society and the Quest for Public Identity in Late 
Imperial Russia. New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1999. Also see: Bowlt, J.E. ‘The Moscow Art Market’ 
in Clowes, E. W., Kassow, S. D. and West, J. L. (eds.) Between Tsar and People: Educated Society and the 
Quest for Public Identity in Late Imperial Russia. New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1999 
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collecting strategies can be regarded as a cultural ‘nation-building’ exercise.35 Driven by the 
idea of opening a public art museum, Tretyakov assembled a collection consisting 
predominantly of Russian realist painting and succeeded in bringing this medium, traditionally 
regarded as a high form of art, to the Russian general public.36 The gallery, which became 
accessible to everyone in 1881, became the model museum of the country, both serving and 
moulding the national community by rendering the visitor a participating citizen.37  
While the academy exhibitions remained the dominant model of public art 
presentations, their restrictions and limitations led to the spread of non-juried exhibitions both 
in Russia and abroad, where artists took control of their own displays, becoming curators of 
their own works. Such exhibitions as Courbet’s Pavilion of Realism in 1855, Edouard Manet’s 
retrospective in 1867, the first Impressionist exhibition in 1874, or the first Salon des Artistes 
Independants in 1884, and its subsequent iterations, were the result of a collective desire on 
the part of many artists to win control over the presentation and interpretation of their works, 
perhaps in the hope of reaching a different audience than the academic public. 38 
This opposition to academic authority was yet another reflection of the changing social 
structures. As discussed by Mary Schaefer Conroy, artist-run exhibitions and associations 
furthered civil society in Russia by establishing alternative ways of cultural mediation. 39 They 
originated and operated independently from the government, and, in some cases, educated the 
public and provided jobs. This alternative model of art distribution and presentation was 
developed by the Association of Travelling Art Exhibitions (the Peredvizhniki, 1870–1923), 
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which sought to raise the social awareness and artistic sensibilities of provincial dwellers.40 
Another group, Mir Iskusstva (The World of Art, 1898–1927) contributed to the advancement 
of civil society by blending together businessmen and -women, male and female painters, 
theatre actors, opera and ballet artists, and impresarios. Through their activities, such as a 
journal, art exhibitions, and sponsored musical performances they challenged the existing 
conventions of how and by whom culture should be communicated.41  
The social turmoil and unrest of the first decade of the twentieth century resulted in a 
new radical role of art mediation, and new forms of public address that developed through the 
unconventional forms of presentation of art. In the atmosphere of growing restriction and 
censorship advocated by the tsarist government, the Russian Futurists, a group of artists and 
poets, developed new methods for public criticism of the prevailing social reality.42 Their 
strategy of ‘aesthetic disobedience’, consisting in modernist visual techniques, innovative use 
of language in poetry and scandalising audiences with public performances, challenged the 
established norms of taste and, as such, became a manifestation of their civil rights and an 
attack on officialdom.43 
The role of art displays in relation to the construction of publics acquired new 
importance in Russia following the October Revolution of 1917. In so far as the revolution 
promised the creation of a new world for a new man, artists were assigned key roles in the 
formation of both. The revolutionary and the first post-revolutionary years comprised a unique 
period when radical artists became highly involved in cultural mediation exercised through 
propaganda activities and the reorganisation of art institutions.44 For a short period of time in 
1917 - 1932 the artist’s ‘role of observer, of aesthete, was altered to one of participator, of 
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social constructor’.45 Through numerous new institutions, such as Narkompros (People’s 
Commissariat of Enlightenment, organised in 1917), IZO (The Department of Visual Arts, 
organised in 1918), the Proletkult (Proletarian Culture) organisation (organised 1918), Inkhuk 
(the Institute of Artistic Culture, organised in 1920), and through the new art studios initiated 
by Narkompros (opened in 1918) and AKhRR (the Association of the Artists of Revolutionary 
Russia, organised in 1922), artists influenced the policies concerning the visual arts and their 
presentation, thus exercising their ‘curatorial’ roles.46 
Another aspect of artists’ role in negotiating relations between art and viewers was 
revising the institutional strategy of preservation of cultural heritage and development of canon 
for art required for the new social order.47 In his short but important text On Museums, 1919, 
Kazimir Malevich called on the state to abandon their attempts to save old art from the 
consequences of the civil war and the general collapse of the state institutions and economy, 
since its destruction was the only way to open the path to true, living art.48 Similar radical ideas 
were also expressed by the Proletkult organisation, where the theorists Bogdanov and 
Polianskii devised a programme which was ‘extremely progressive to the point of exclusion 
and condemnation of any artistic heritage’.49 
During the years of revolution and civil war mediation of culture took forms not of 
arranging and presentation of the easel painting in the spaces of art museums and galleries, as 
was the case before, but of mass presentations which were embedded in the fabric of everyday 
life.50 The revolutionary festivals and celebrations, thoroughly studied by synthesised ‘artistic 
aspects of revolutionary festivals, painters, sculptors, architects, producers, musicians, and 
scenery designers’ and presented a radical new form of negotiating relations between art and 
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viewers.51 By participating in the creation of such mass events, artists rejected the very idea of 
contemplation along with the traditional art forms related to it, seeing massovodstvo (the 
mobilisation of the viewers) as the main goal of art.52  
The interwar period was a time when artists in Russia, Europe and North America 
offered their audiences new ‘models of artistic production, distribution, and viewership, that 
simply could not be reconciled with those previously advocated by the museums and dealers’.53 
Russian artists contributed to the development of  ‘curatorial avant-garde’ departing from the 
conventional museum approaches of cultural mediation and encouraging unscripted audience 
engagement with art.54 For example, Alexander Rodchenko’s interior of the Workers’ Club, 
which was presented the Soviet pavilion at the Exposition Internationale des Arts Decoratifs 
et Industriels Modernes in Paris, 1925, introduced a new approach to exhibition design, where 
constructivist principles were used to create not an art display, but the whole environment.55 
This shift was instrumental in changing the modes of communication between art and viewers. 
Art was no longer an object to be admired, but a part of everyday surroundings which should 
be engaged and interacted with.56 
Similar concerns were explored by El Lissitsky’s work that also demonstrated the 
potential of the new artistic-curatorial strategies, not only for temporary exhibitions, but also 
for the reinvention of the concept of the museum. The Room for Constructivist Art, 1928, which 
he created for Hanover Museum, challenged the way viewers navigate the space of an art 
                                               
 
51 Bibikova, I., Cooke, C. and Tolstoy, V. Street Art of the Revolution: Festivals and Celebrations in Russia, 
1918-33. New York: The Vendome Press, 1990, p.27 
52 Rappaport, A. ‘The Ropes of Ilya Kabakov: An Experiment in Interpretation of a Conceptual Installation’ in 
Efimova, A. and Manovich, L. (eds.), Tekstura: Russian essays on visual culture University of Chicago Press, 
1993. Also see: Kenez, P. The Birth of the Propaganda State: Soviet Methods of Mass Mobilisation 1917-1929, 
Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1985 
53 Jolles, A. The Curatorial Avant-garde: Surrealism and Exhibition Practice in France, 1925-1941. University 
Park, Pa: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2013, p.16 
54 On ‘curatorial avant-garde’ and the curatorial practices of Dada and Surrealist artists see: Filipovic, E. A 
‘Museum That is Not’, e-flux, №4, 2004. 
55 Margolin, V. The Struggle for Utopia: Rodchenko, Lissitzky, Moholy-Nagy, 1917-1946. Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 2009, p.95 
56 Staniszewski, M. A. The Power of Display: A History of Exhibition Installations at the Museum of Modern 
Art. Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 2001, p.68 
 
 
 
 
 
 
15  
institution, aiming to shift the notion of the viewer from a passive, contemplative spectator to 
an active one.57 By shifting the panels a viewer was able to change the display; the controlled 
and pre-determined codes of behaviour were substituted by unscripted interaction. He 
continued to explore the dynamic aspect of displays in his design for the international Press 
Exhibition, Pressa, at Cologne in 1928. Incorporating his interest in in photomontage and 
bringing in such elements as ‘continuous films, illuminated and intermittent letters and a 
number of rotating models’ Lisstisky turned the conventional dull presentation of facts and 
statistics into ‘a new purely visual design of the exhibition space’.58 
In the 1920s Russian artists such as Rodcheko and Lissitsky were at the forefront of the 
curatorial experimentation. They offered new approaches to cultural mediation and attempted 
to emancipate the viewer. In the following decades, however, this process was reversed. The 
role of curator as cultural mediator acquired new functions and place in the particular Soviet 
society and the development of this profession departed from the one in Europe and North 
America. 
 
The Soviet State as an Art Curator 
 
The Plan for Monumental Propaganda, a radically new approach towards the regulation 
of the relations between art and society, was introduced by Vladimir Lenin in April 1918. 
However, as the previous section demonstrated, for some time state cultural policy gave 
enough space for the development of avant-garde radical models of cultural mediation and 
public address. In this section I shall argue that following the beginning of Stalin’s first Five-
Year Plan in 1928 the approach to mediation of culture changed considerably. 
On the one hand, the role of art was changing. In 1925, Anatoly Luncacharsky, director 
of Narkompros [the committee for enlightenment], famously announced that art was a ‘third’ 
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front in the battle for socialism.59 A year later, he formulated the principles for a Marxist 
reinterpretation of Russian art. In this new condition, the major role of public art displays was 
to represent Marxist-Leninist ideals and to educate the population in the spirit of the new 
ideology.  
On the other hand, the audience of art exhibitions was also changing. The ‘proletarian 
cultural revolution’ of 1928 - 1932 replaced the old cultural and bourgeois intelligentsia with 
the new, young, proletarian and communist class drawn from the ranks of the loyal peasantry.60 
The social mobility of that time brought new audiences to art exhibitions who had very limited 
prior experience and knowledge of high culture.61  
An example of the new approach towards cultural mediation was the reorganisation of 
the Tretyakov Gallery between 1928 and 1932. The original display created by its founder in 
the Salon style of spatial arrangement had already been remodelled in 1913 by the new director, 
Igor Grabar, who introduced a chronological arrangement in order to guide visitors through the 
development of Russian art.62 After the nationalisation of many of the private collections and 
their disposition to the Tretyakov, however, the gallery could no longer feature the entire 
permanent collection and a more selective approach to the display had to be developed.63  
Under the leadership of Alexei Fedorov-Davydov, therefore, the Tretyakov Gallery 
rearranged its displays to reflect a revised history of Russian art, representing not an aesthetic 
development of styles and subjects, as under Grabar, but a history of class struggle. Particular 
attention was paid to the study of the museum audience. The gallery’s ‘curators’ questioned 
how they could ‘create attitudes’ and placed particular emphasis on the use of the gallery 
texts.64 
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The Marxist-Leninist method of museum display developed at the Tretyakov Gallery 
was eventually championed by Narkompros and used as a model for all other displays of fine 
art in the USSR. After 1928 there was an unprecedented rise of exhibitions emphasising the 
class origins of artistic practices, object relations and cultural rituals which marked the end of 
the avant-garde.65 These exhibitions not only demonstrated the dependence of art on Stalin’s 
political agenda, but also introduced new types of display. Soviet cultural commissar Grinevich 
defined it as ‘self-explaining’ or ‘talking museums’ (samogovoriashchie muzei).66 These 
museum displays were characterised by the invasion of didactic text into the traditionally 
austere interior space of art institutions. Therefore, the Soviet approach to the mediation of 
culture at the time implied disciplining a mostly uneducated proletarian audience, and thereby 
propagandising the cultural goals of Stalinist Communism.67 This doctrinal strategy, which 
presupposed tight control over the visitor’s behaviour in art institutions, offered a striking 
contrast to the unscripted modes of art engagement advocated only a few years earlier by 
Lissitsky and his fellow artists.  
This strategy was further consolidated by the All-Russian Museum Convention of 1 
December 1930, where the role of the museum and exhibition activities was defined as 
supporting ‘socialist building and cultural revolution’.68 As stated at the convention, all the 
exhibitions ‘should not only be a vivid physical illustration of the major arguments of the 
founders of the revolution and the key regulations of the party, but also a tool of mass 
mobilisation for socialist construction’.69 
The further development of cultural mediation and the guiding principles of negotiation 
the communication between art and viewers was directly connected to the implementation and 
evolution of the doctrine of Socialist Realism adopted in 1932. As demonstrated by Jorn 
Guldberg, this presupposed not only an art style, but also a set of institutional practices and 
structures which included juries and hanging committees, art criticism, and systems of state art 
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funding and patronage.70 One of the earliest attempts to understand the state’s bureaucratic 
system for the management of art was undertaken by Susan Reid.71 She demonstrated that 
while, before 1932, there were many artistic communities, ‘each offering competing definitions 
of the appropriate art for a society constructing Communism’, the 1932 resolution of the 
Central Committee ‘On the organisation of literary artistic organisations’ transferred all the 
decisions on art production, presentation and interpretation to state institutions. The ‘curatorial’ 
functions, therefore, started to be exercised solely by the state through its institutions and their 
appointed juries and committees. This process reversed the previous historical development 
during the course of which ‘exhibiting societies and dealers, in Russia as in other parts of 
Europe, had begun to challenge the monopoly of the state’.72 
The most widespread format of presenting art to viewers was thematic display. The key 
exhibition, which was retrospectively praised for establishing the supremacy of this principle, 
was The Industry of Socialism (1935–1941).73 This exhibition was meant to praise the industrial 
development of the USSR, and artists were contracted to produce paintings and sculptures on 
predetermined themes subordinate to a master narrative. This narrative was then delivered to 
the audience through the twelve sections of the show, organised chronologically to tell the 
visitors the story of the success of the Soviet modernisation. The structure of the show and its 
content, both carefully controlled by the state, presupposed highly scripted and orchestrated 
contact between the viewers and the displayed art. Moreover, the show was trumpeted as the 
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creation of the canon of Socialist Realism and was supposed to become the core collection of 
a planned Museum of Soviet Art. Despite the glorification of the project at the time of its 
creation, however, and the fact that it was retrospectively seen as an iconic example of a 
thematic show, it was, in fact, ‘one of a monumental fiasco, typical in many ways of the 
Stalinist 1930s as a whole: a grandiose project that foundered on purges and power struggles’.74 
It would be easy to overestimate the state’s power over the presentation and 
interpretation of art, however. Scholars have challenged the understanding of the monolithic 
nature of Soviet art by looking at the visitors’ books from exhibitions. They demonstrate that 
although Soviet art displays might have been seen as being aimed at moulding a homogenous 
public taste, the reverse was often true, especially in the post-Stalin period. In his analyses of 
the 1952 All-Union Art Exhibition, Oliver Johnson argued that art exhibitions often provided a 
chance for visitors to assert their personal opinion as a ‘discerning consumer of socialist realist 
art’.75 A similar point was made earlier by Reid in relation to the 30 Years of the Moscow 
Artists' Union show held in Moscow's Central Exhibition Hall Manège in December 1962. The 
exhibition was visited by the first secretary, Nikita Khrushchev, who ‘ranted against some of 
the work shown there in terms of filth and faecal messing, decadence and sexual deviance’.76 
Therefore, Khrushchev emerged here as the premier art critic, as he declared: ‘my opinion is 
the same as that of the people. I don’t understand, and they won’t understand’.77 Reid, however, 
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challenged the founding myth of the unity of the people and the Party by showing that through 
the medium of the visitors’ book, the Soviet public not only demonstrated its fragmented 
nature, but also voiced diverging views on art and society, articulating ‘something like class 
distinctions in a supposedly classless society’.78 
As I shall further discuss in the following sections the state neither managed to produce 
‘a classless society’, nor to monopolise the curatorial role of cultural mediator. Alternative 
artistic practices which rapidly developed since the mid-1950s led to the development of 
different approaches to cultural communication. While not being a direct opposition to the state 
strategy they put to test the existing relations among artists, viewers and exhibitions. These 
relations became further problematised in 1974, the year which marks the beginning of the 
current thesis. It was the year of the so-called Bulldozer exhibition, which took place on a piece 
of wasteland in the remote Moscow suburb of Beliaevo on 15 September, 1975. As I shall 
further explain in Chapter 1 this show marked ‘the new stage in the relations between the artist 
and the state, the artist and the viewer’.79 It provoked the attempts to rethink the mediation of 
culture and the forces involved in this process. Thus, this period should be regarded as the time 
of the growing curatorial concerns. I shall now turn to the review of the previous research 
conducted on Soviet exhibitions between the 1970s and the 1990s. 
 
Late Soviet Exhibition History 
 
Late Soviet and early post-Soviet exhibition history has recently attracted a lot of 
attention. The greater accessibility of the archival materials has informed the creation of a 
number of projects exploring the history of art shows and events. One of the first attempts was 
undertaken in 2013 by the Garage Museum and the Ekaterina Cultural Foundation in 
collaboration with a not-for-profit gallery XL.80 This project, titled Rekonstruktsiia 
[Reconstruction], took the form of a two-part exhibition and a three-volume publication that 
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offered a chronology of art events and explored the manner and mechanisms of presentation 
and interpretation of contemporary culture through art exhibitions from 1990 to 2000. 81  
Similar concerns were investigated by the exhibition The 90s, organised by the recently 
established Yeltsin Centre in Ekaterinburg in 2015. While Reconstruction focused mainly on 
the relations between artists, critics, galleries and viewers, The 90s investigated the relations 
between artists and collectors.82 An important element of the exhibition was an examination of 
the connections between socio-political and cultural events, tracking the ways exhibitionary 
and artistic projects resonated with the contemporary social and political developments, in 
some cases, even foreseeing them. 
The catalogue essays of both exhibitions associate the development of exhibition 
making in the 1990s with the process of the ‘legalisation’ of contemporary art in Russia fuelled 
by social and political changes and the opening up of the country to the global art scene.83 
While briefly acknowledging that this process had started earlier, in the 1980s, Elena Selina, 
co-curator of both exhibitions, considered the 1990s to be the crucial time for the formation of 
this new exhibition-making.84 
A slightly earlier period was explored in the exhibition V pole zreniia: Epizody 
khudozhestvennoi zhizni 1986 – 1992 [InSight: Scenes from Russian art life 1986–1992], 2015, 
and the publication Exhibit Russia: The New International Decade 1986–1996, 2016, produced 
by the Ekaterina Cultural Foundation and the Garage Museum, respectively.85 The former 
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project focused on the organisation of the Soviet and Russian art world and paid significant 
attention to the self-organised structures involved in supporting and presenting contemporary 
culture. Its time frame, defined by its curators as an ‘heroic period of new Russian art’, started 
with the launch of Mikhail Gorbachev’s reforms, which they saw as allowing the art that ‘has 
been suppressed for so long to be finally recognized’.86 Thereby Gorbachev’s liberalisation 
was seen as informing the development of ‘the numerous art exhibitions and performance 
works, concerts and avant-garde fashion shows’. 87 The latter project focused on the 
globalisation of Russian art in the same period and explored the exhibitions and institutions 
that attempted to communicate Russian art to the international world.88 Similarly it connected 
the upsurge in the exhibition making with Gorbachev coming to power and the subsequent 
greater inclusion of Russian culture in the global arena.89 
What all of the above-mentioned projects left unattended, however, was the period of 
the late 1970s and early 1980s, when curatorial strategies were starting to be formed and 
different models for exhibition making were being tested and developed. Although all of the 
above-mentioned projects acknowledged the connections between the growing freedoms, 
changing social structures and the models of exhibitions, none of them considered the influence 
of the exhibitions and social developments of the preceding years, and the continuity between 
the so-called time of zastoi [stagnation] of Brezhnev and the perestroika [restructuring] of 
Gorbachev. Moreover, with only a few exceptions, the changing principles of exhibition 
making were regarded only as a consequence of social transformations rather than an active 
element contributing to them. It is this gap that the current project aims to fill; namely, to 
investigate the development of art exhibitions from the 1970s and to discuss how the types of 
interaction between art and viewers developed at the time influenced the following evolution 
of cultural mediation.   
Notwithstanding the above, several researchers have studied the influence of the earlier 
artistic projects on the curatorial practice and mediation of culture in the Gorbachev period and 
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later. Typically, however, they saw the roots of curating as lying only in ‘unofficial’ art, in 
particular in Moscow Conceptualism. For example, Ekaterina Bobrinskaia suggested regarding 
Ilia Kabakov’s installations as primarily curatorial works and as the only attempt of Moscow 
Conceptualism at the time to define its exhibition strategies.90 In a similar vein, Konstantin 
Bokhorov, in his series of articles for Dialogi ob iskusstve [Dialogues about art] magazine, 
provided a detailed analysis of the ways in which the practices developed within the Moscow 
Conceptual School informed the contemporary principles of curating.91  
A special place in the discussion of the exhibition-making techniques in the late Soviet 
art is occupied by an independent curator, scholar and critic Margarita Tupitsyn, who co-edited 
a recent volume on the activities of the artist-run gallery APTART, located in the flat of  
conceptual artist, Nikita Alekseev, and active between 1982 and 1984.92 This volume 
represented an important step towards the construction of a critical history of curation in the 
USSR. Tupitsyn placed significant emphasis on the idea that APTART events were artists’ 
attempts to create publics in the absence of a traditional public sphere, which resonates with 
the concerns of my study. While Tupitsyn limited her discussion to the circle of conceptual 
artists, however, and positioned their exhibition practices as being in opposition to the state-
run art institutions, I shall discuss APTART as an element of the wider process of the wider 
reconsideration of cultural mediation. While I do not wish to undermine the importance of 
Moscow Conceptualism in the development of the techniques of art presentation and 
interpretation, I suggest that the analyses of exhibition principles cannot be comprehensive 
without investigating the intersections of conceptualism with wider institutional and alternative 
art systems. 
Building on the research discussed above, this thesis advances the argument that the 
mid-1970s marked the development of curatorial strategies that started to go beyond the 
confines of Moscow Conceptualism, and ‘unofficial’ art. Discussions of how contemporary 
culture should be mediated, how art displays should cultivate their audiences, and who should 
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be in charge of it, were developing both inside and outside the art institutions. The urgency of 
such concerns was further accelerated by the changes in social life and the structure of society, 
and this interaction led to the formation of curatorial strategies and their specific characteristics. 
While the interest in revision communication between art and viewers was not limited 
to only one geographical location, I consider the Moscow case to be the most symptomatic. It 
was there where the artistic life was the most active during the period of study. Despite 
branches of the Artists’ Union, the organisation primarily responsible for exhibition making, 
being dispersed throughout the country, it was in Moscow that the USSR Artists’ Union, the 
Ministry of Culture, the Administration of Art Funds and Heritage (in 1977 renamed the 
Republic Centre of Art Exhibition and Propaganda of Visual Art), and the Art Fund of the 
USSR were located and where the most important Vsesoiuznaia [All-Union] exhibitions were 
organised. The same can be said about the self-organised institutions; while their existence was 
not limited to Moscow, they were most vividly manifested here. The growing openness of the 
country during the late 1980s, and the eventual dissolution of the USSR, involved the 
restructuring of artistic life. Moscow, however, retained its status. Following the well-known 
Sotheby’s auction of 1988, it became the first destination for all foreign collectors looking for 
fashionable Russian art, going on an ‘art pilgrimage’ to the studios on Furmanny Lane and 
Chistoprudny Boulevard. It was also in Moscow where the first state collection of 
contemporary art was established. 
 
 ‘Public’, ‘Private’ and ‘Informal Public’ Spheres 
 
The role of curator as mediator involved not only selecting, displaying and interpreting 
artworks, but also imagining and cultivating the publics for which these works were exhibited. 
Thus, the peculiarities of the curatorial role depended on how publics were understood in each 
particular context. The problem of publics can be formulated as the problem of communication 
and interaction.93 Thus, to understand how publics come together and operate we need to 
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analyse the dominant forms of communication and the forces that control them. As I shall 
demonstrate in this section, the patterns of everyday life and communication in the USSR were 
different from European or North American contexts, and thus produced particular forms of 
public life. 
The traditional split between private and public spheres, and their implied patterns of 
behaviour and interaction, collapse when applied to the Soviet realm. The October Revolution 
was supposed to reduce the private sphere to a minimum, subjecting everything to the public.94 
Most vividly this was reflected in the liquidation of individual apartments. Kommunalki 
[communal apartments], which have been studied in numerous scholarly works, became the 
most widespread form of living arrangement, dictating new forms of everyday life and social 
behaviour.95 Private life became exposed to various forms of surveillance and, thus, was 
subjected to the constant control of the state. These conditions led to the emergence of what 
Ekaterina Gerasimova defined as public privacy, namely the situation when people were 
allowed to have personal lives as families, but the norms of such lives were revealed to and 
controlled by the state.96 
The idea of the all-pervading state gaze, and its omnipresent ability to mediate and 
control all spheres of life for a long time dominated Western discourse. The emerging Cold 
War-era field of Sovietology saw Soviet society as totalitarian and fundamentally different 
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from the Western world.97 Observers discussed it from the perspective of the dichotomy of 
liberalism/totalitarianism and the autonomous individual/totalitarian man.98 In his 1997 
account of Soviet private life, Oleg Kharkhordin argued that the mass construction of 
individual apartments in the late 1950s and early 1960s, and the  changing living conditions 
these brought about, did not put an end to the mutual surveillance. On the contrary, he proposed 
that it fully flourished under Khrushchev, as ‘1957 marked the achievement of the Stalinist 
goal: a fine-tuned and balanced system of total surveillance, firmly rooted in people’s policing 
each other in an orderly and relatively peaceful manner’.99  
The ability of the state to command all spheres of social life was soon questioned, 
however. Already in the 1970s, a group of revisionist historians critiqued the model according 
to which the Communist Party practised total control over all spheres of life in Soviet society, 
bringing it close to a police state where any underground activities would have been 
impossible.100 Total administration produced not the absorption of particular interests into 
those of a harmonised society, but, rather ironically, oppressive forms of particularism, patron-
client relationships, instrumental personal ties and barter exchange as the formulations of the 
privatised life.101 In parallel with public privacy, Gerasimova also introduced the concept of 
private publicity. This referred to the peculiar form of public activities which developed in 
private spaces outside of the state’s control. The ‘inhuman public sphere’ was contrasted with 
the ‘warm, hospitable, unchanging and essentially feminine’ private sphere that offered refuge 
and space for normal human relationships to develop.102  
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Following Stalin’s death in 1953, social life and cultural activity independent of the 
state began to re-emerge, and during the Brezhnev years became the essential element of the 
late Soviet society.103 Through analyses of the various initiatives, such as black market trade, 
car ownership, amateur theatres, or spiritual practices, to name a few, researchers have 
demonstrated the capacity of the Soviet system for change from below.104 Elena 
Zdravomyslova and Viktor Voronkov introduced the umbrella term informal public sphere to 
include the variety of those practices independent of the State. They defined this as: 
a sphere in which individual initiatives, collective actions, and state-
independent communications could take place. These activities were never 
totally controlled or suppressed by the party state and escaped the rigid 
regulations of Soviet kollektivs. They took place in social settings, especially 
in the leisure sphere, although one cannot call them solely private.105 
The concept of the informal public sphere, which can also be seen as an embryonic 
form of civil society, is central for the current study.106 The types of communication and 
interaction which it produced were instrumental for rethinking the approaches to cultural 
mediation and the development of the curatorial role. As the following five chapters 
demonstrate, it is this sphere which allowed the curatorial strategies to grow, and which, to a 
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certain extent, was influenced by their evolution. Outlining the following three features of the 
informal public sphere allows us to decipher the patterns of behaviour and social interaction 
which it produced more completely. 
First, the informal public sphere was not an opposition to the official public one. Thus, 
the forms of communication within it should not be regarded as dissident. The informal public 
sphere was different from the ‘official’ public sphere in that it was not controlled by Party–
state ideological norms. However, the groups of people who chose to exist outside of the 
prescribed ways of life did not necessarily try to oppose them. A major contribution to the 
development of this idea was made by Alexei Yurchak, who instead of the private/public 
dichotomy proposed the common sociality of svoi [ours], which meant ‘our’ type of people, 
‘normal’ people.107 Rather than running opposed to the state, this sociality was produced of 
mutually embedded notions of what constitutes ‘us’, ‘not us’, the state, the state’s 
representatives and the people.108 The sociality of svoi cannot be defined in terms of resistance 
between people and the state. Svoi meant the kind of people who saw the party institutes such 
as Komsomol as a potentially meaningful site for cultural, social and other activities.109 They 
existed vnye [outside] which, despite its Russian meaning, signified being simultaneously 
“within and without” the Soviet social life.110 As Yurchak demonstrated, it was not 
incompatible for the same young people to participate in official state organisations and their 
events, such as Communist Youth League meetings, and at the same time be connected with 
alternative cultures, for example, reading banned literature and wearing contraband Western 
jeans.111 Juliane Fürst concurred with Yurchak by introducing the idea of ‘drop-out cultures’, 
which as she defined, ‘consciously wanted distance – spatial, mental and ideological – from 
the regime under which they lived; and they wanted to achieve this by not doing rather than by 
doing something’. 112  ‘Dropping out’ is not necessarily oppositional, but it is an act that is not 
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directed by the norms.113 It is a refusal to participate in something that was seen as corrupt and 
despicable.  
Second, the specific social communication within the informal public sphere stemmed 
from the fact that the informal publics differed from the notion of narod [people, folk] on which 
the official public sphere was based.114 The modes of communication within the informal 
public sphere can be seen as having developed from the culture of kruzhki, a term usually 
translated as ‘study group’ or ‘research circle’. Kruzhki were a central phenomenon of Russian 
and Soviet intellectual life which emerged in the late eighteenth century and developed into 
Soviet times.115 They varied considerably in shape and purpose, and changed throughout their 
history, from informal schoolboy or student gatherings to elite aristocratic salons and 
professional and scientific circles. Despite their differences all of them offered their 
participants a platform to express diverse views and opinions, which did not have to conform 
with the dominant ideology. It was kruzhki which, in the absence of a liberal-democratic public 
space, provided an informal semi-private/semi-public meeting place.116 The two different 
spheres of formal and informal communication were regulated by a different set of rules, every 
Soviet individual lived and acted in both, respecting their different codes of behaviour.117 
Third, one should not ignore the gendered aspect of the public/private divide. In the 
Western context feminist thinkers have challenged the existence of the idealised Habermasian 
model of the public sphere. Griselda Pollock, Sheyla Benhabib and Nancy Fraser, among 
others, have demonstrated how certain groups have been excluded from the public sphere on 
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the basis of gender, property and race. Moreover, they argued that Habermas failed to examine 
other, competing public spheres.118  
Parallels may be drawn between the strategy of feminists and the informal publics who 
strove to find their place in the structures of the Soviet society. We should also not forget, 
however, the groups excluded from the informal public sphere. As the reader will notice, the 
ensuing discussion of both curatorial and artistic practices is dominated by male figures. This 
corresponds with the then-dominant idea of male genius and the patriarchal structures of 
society prevailing in general in the USSR.119 Apart from a few exceptions, female practitioners 
appear in the last chapter of the thesis, predominantly in the roles of gallery managers, roles 
which were still mostly connected with the feminine tasks of ‘housekeeping’ and caretaking. 
The thesis further explores the notion of informal public sphere and the communication 
and interaction it produced. I shall demonstrate that the approaches to exhibition making and 
the types of relations which they established with the viewers developed in parallel with the 
principle of functioning of informal publics. However, in order to understand the alternative 
approaches to construction of art displays, we shall first discuss the role and position of 
alternative art in the society. 
 
The ‘Official’, the ‘Unofficial’ and the ‘Alternative’ 
 
I shall now turn to the notion of alternative art as a way to problematise the 
understanding of the informal public sphere. Neither of these notions can be defined in terms 
of the binary dichotomies of private/public or official/unofficial; they existed at the intersection 
of these spheres and developed through the state-run Soviet institutions but were not subject to 
their rules. 
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The histories of art and exhibition practices in the Soviet Union have for a long time 
been dominated by the split between ‘official’ and ‘unofficial’ cultures. The term ‘unofficial 
art’ emerged during the Cold War in texts published in Western Europe and North America 
and was defined as a counter to official art and culture. The criteria for drawing the boundary 
between the two were hard to define, however. A separation on the basis of stylistic 
characteristics was not possible. First, the canon of Socialist Realism was never clearly 
defined.120 Second, ‘unofficial’ art denoted a very broad spectrum of post-Stalinist practices 
and styles united only in that they proposed to expand artistic form or diverged from the 
prescribed categories of subject matter. 
The division between the ‘official’ and ‘unofficial’ has often been based on the criteria 
of membership of a professional organisation. Paul Sjeklocha and Igor Mead, who were among 
the first to use the term ‘unofficial’ in 1967, defined it as ‘the art school which does not adhere 
to the official tenets of Socialist Realism and whose followers do not belong to the Artists 
Union’.121 More than 40 years later, the same dichotomy was still carried forward and the 
‘unofficial’ artists were understood as those ‘who did not belong to the Moscow Union of 
Soviet Artists (MOSKh) or other official structures controlled by socialist realists and, thus, 
‘had no access to any galleries, museums, art market and media’. 122 
Another basis for drawing the distinction was the assumed dissident nature of 
‘unofficial’ art. Igor Golomstock and Alexander Glezer’s Unofficial Art from the Soviet Union, 
1977, and the exhibition in ICA London which it accompanied, were instrumental in promoting 
the ‘unofficial’ label, presenting art primarily as an act of resistance.123 The major wave of 
publications and exhibition practices of the 1990s, which followed the opening of the country, 
and the subsequent interest of foreigners in all things Soviet, canonised unofficial art as first 
and foremost ‘oppositional’. Publications aimed primarily at Western audiences continued to 
underline the rhetoric of unofficial art overcoming the restrictions of totalitarianism. Often 
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politically engaged and presenting a liberal viewpoint against the state socialist model, the 
majority of these publications on Soviet art emphasised the idea of the artist as an individual 
striving against oppressive outside forces.124 
Both of these approaches seem problematic, however. Already Sjeklocha and Mead 
indicated that their definition of ‘unofficial’ art should also include artists on the border of the 
two camps, some of whom were members of the Artists’ Union and had access to public 
venues, newspapers, galleries and museums.125 The most vivid, but by no means the only, 
example of the impossibility of dividing artists according to Artists’ Union membership is the 
example of Ilya Kabakov. He led what can be defined as a double life, being officially 
employed as a children’s book illustrator but using resources afforded by his position to create 
a host of self-reflexive, slightly subversive unofficial works.126 This kind of participation in 
Soviet artistic industry was a way for painters and sculptors to get the opportunity of having a 
studio and acquire the necessary art materials.127 What is more, it was a way to get access to 
the state-sponsored channels of presentation and dissemination of art. 
Ekaterina Andreeva, responding to the ambiguity of this distinction suggested dividing 
the artists’ work into obshchestvennyi [public]  and chastnyi [private]; the former being done 
for the state organisations, such as the commissions from the Art Fund, the major monetary 
body of the Artists’ Union, while the latter being produced for closed demonstration at home.128 
This boundary, however, crumbled when applied, for example, to the artistic group Dvizhenie 
[Movement].129 Their work was produced as a ‘universal design production’ that rejected the 
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label of ‘individual artistic gesture, expression of personality’, fundamental to Andreeva’s 
definition of chastny. Moreover, as I shall further demonstrate, there were often a lot of 
intersections between the projects produced in response to state orders and for closed home 
demonstration.130 
The idea of ‘unofficial’ art as a battle against totalitarian state should also be 
questioned.131 In the relations between the state and the artists known as ‘unofficial’ or 
‘nonconformists’ there was nothing ‘clear-cut’, no strictly outlined positions and programmes, 
common moral codex or common rules and behaviour. Ann Kamaromi, in her discussion of 
Soviet samizdat literature, demonstrated that ‘texts formally produced by uncensored and 
formal means may become acceptable, while texts that passed censorship may become 
unacceptable solely on a modernist conception of pure art’.132 A similar argument could be 
extended to the art world. Despite the common portrayal of ‘underground’ activity as existing 
in opposition to the system, the binary was not rigid or fixed: these forms generally existed in 
parallel to, or even nested within, official culture and institutions.133 
The fact that the Western discourse was dominated by the accounts of the artistic desire 
to ‘represent the autonomous self’ as a direct opposition to the homogenising forces of the 
totalitarian system led to excessive attention being paid to a limited range of artistic 
practices.134 This, in turn created further issues in understanding and representing art of late 
Soviet time. Reid, for example, in her study on art institutions in Soviet Russia in the early 
Thaw period, criticised the exclusive focus on ‘unofficial’ art and argued that ‘in order to 
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understand the period it is essential to examine not only the artistic ‘underground’ but also art 
that was publicly exhibited, and to pay attention to the critical responses that were articulated 
in official Soviet print. 135 
Already in the 1950s and 1960s the boundary between the ‘official’ and ‘unofficial’ art 
was characterised by its numerous intersections.136 In the mid-1970s, following the Bulldozer 
exhibition, the interrelations between the state, and the artists who do not fall into the category 
of conformist adherents of Socialist Realism became even more tangled. From 1974 onwards, 
artists whose practice has often been referred to as ‘unofficial’ were increasingly allowed 
access to state art venues. Moreover, those who consciously chose not to participate in state-
sponsored exhibitions, should not necessarily be seen as opponents of the regime. During an 
interview I conducted with the conceptual artist Nikita Alekseev he referred to his own and his 
fellow artists’ experience and art practices in the 1970s–1980s as ‘not directed at overthrowing 
the regime nor at its direct criticism, but rather they attempted to ignore it’.137 In his description 
of the APTART gallery, a semi-public exhibition space which he was running in his own 
apartment in 1982–1984, Alekseev claimed that he and his fellow artists were ‘absolutely 
disinterested in all the absurdity of the Soviet politics and sought a refuge from it, which would 
allow them to develop some sort of “normal” exhibition activities, rather than a space for direct 
confrontation’.138 Such a view corresponds to Fürst’s ideas of ‘dropping out’ cultures and 
lifestyles which are not antithetical to, but rather ignorant of, the dominant regime.139  
These convoluted conditions were reflected in the term ‘permitted art’ introduced by 
art critics Ekaterina Degot and Vladimir Levashov in 1990. It aimed to define the practices 
which were neither promoted, nor actively prosecuted by the state.140 Adopting the notion of 
‘permitted’ art allowed scholars to discuss not only the fringes of artistic life as the site of 
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innovation and experiment, but to build a more comprehensive picture of artistic life.  
The extent of this peaceful co-existence of state institutions and art practices which did 
not follow their canons should not be overestimated, however. As artists were still prosecuted, 
sentenced to imprisonment and forcefully sent to mental health institutions.141 The years 
discussed in the current study, however, were characterised by the tight interconnections and 
mutual influences among the representatives of the state art institutions and artists working 
within and outside of them. 
If ‘unofficial’ is not the correct term, being too tightly bound with an idea of resistance 
and opposition, what would be its most relevant substitution? I suggest opting for the notion of 
‘alternative’ art, which was used by Tupitsyn, among others.142 I believe that this helps to 
overcome the negative element inherent both in ‘unofficial’ and ‘nonconformist’ art; at the 
same time, it does not suggest the complete disconnection from state-sponsored art as in 
‘underground’ or ‘parallel’. While it is impossible to define any rigid characteristics of what 
constitutes ‘alternative’, there are two qualities which I consider to be central for differentiating 
this art.  
First is the art’s reliance on the self-organised state-independent structures. As was 
discussed in relation to the informal public sphere, the sphere for art experimentation, invention 
and originality, as well as for ‘something akin to live, individualised speech’ started to emerge 
in the 1960s using the ‘loopholes of private life’.143 It developed through autonomous 
infrastructures comprised of conversational groups and schools meeting in artists’ studios, 
information exchange, the underground press and the black market for collectors.144 A 
significant role was played by research and scientific institutions, where academics in such 
fields as physics, mathematics and cybernetic theory supported the discussion and presentation 
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of more experimental art forms.145 At the same time, the importance of informal education had 
grown with a ‘thick network of underground academies, each of them boasting up to several 
dozen students’.146  
Second is the greater awareness of the context of the viewership of art. If alternative 
artists sought to depart from the notion of a conformist and homogenised Soviet public, then 
who constituted the informal public groups with whom they communicated? Since the 1960s 
the development of the alternative relied on personal networks of friends and acquaintances, 
meaning that artists often had to adopt the roles of their own critics, ‘curators’, dealers and 
viewers.147  
In her study of amateur theatre productions in the 1960s Susan Costanzo introduced the 
term ‘amateur’ public.148 According to her, this public  
included troupe members, who were usually youth in their late teens and 
twenties, and the director. It also incorporated enthusiastic spectators as well 
as prominent members of the local or national arts community, including 
critics and newspaper editors. Fortunate troupes also relied upon sympathetic 
and resourceful officials in the government, the Communist Party, the 
Komsomol, or trade unions.  
While ‘alternative’ art cannot be defined as amateur, even though this label was often 
used in relation to it its public in the 1960s and early 1970s can be defined as closely 
corresponding with Costanzo’s definition in consisting of the artists themselves, their rare, but 
loyal viewers, and liberal-minded officials open to the potential support of their artistic 
endeavours. This study, however, is interested in the evolution of the composition of the 
informal publics for alternative art. What were the strategies of alternative artists in relation to 
addressing the viewers and engaging with different audiences? 
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Fürst showed that one of the strategies they adopted was opting for conspiracy and 
inhabiting spaces that were as far as possible from the reach of the authorities. Such an 
approach was characteristic of many artists in the 1960s and early 1970s, who ‘purposefully 
chose underground status’.149 The self-organised exhibitions, meetings and seminars, such as 
those in the flats of artist Evgeny Kropivnitskii or art historian Ilia Tsyrlin, aimed to remain 
obscure.150 While the practices and lives of most of the participants and organisers of such 
events were not completely isolated from officially regulated Soviet life, as many of them had 
some official jobs and positions, they purposefully distanced themselves from the Soviet 
routine, aiming to remain disconnected from the activities of state organisations.151  
The second approach outlined by Fürst involved achieving maximum usage and presence 
in the state institutions and, occasionally, in public spaces.152 Rock bands played in Komsomol 
venues; hippies openly gathered on the central Pushkinskaia square; alternative literature 
readings were organised on Maiakovskaia square; yoga practitioners held their classes in state-
sponsored Houses of Culture.153 Many alternative exhibitions adopted this approach. A number 
of examples can be found already during the Khrushchev period, such as discussions and 
displays in the café Artisticheskoe [Artistic] and Siniaia ptitsa [Blue bird], or numerous shows 
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in scientific research institutions.154 Such examples, however, included state-sponsored, but 
not necessarily art-related, venues, and the scandal of the Manege affair, for some, dented the 
state’s tolerance of these semi-official artistic events. Building on the mentioned scholarship 
thesis aims to explore how the relations between artists and viewers were negotiated in the 
period 1974 – 1993 and what actors were involved in shaping these relations. 
 
Structure of the Thesis 
 
The following five chapters of the thesis develop chronologically. Each chapter 
investigates a different curatorial role that I consider to be predominant in that period: curator 
as gatekeeper, impresario, tusovshchik, tastemaker and, finally, auteur. The development of 
these functions does not suggest that each succeeding one replaces the preceding; on the 
contrary, I argue that each new function was a transformation and addition to the previous, 
while some common features can be traced through all the stages. Each chapter is focused on 
a selected exhibition, which I regard as representative of the period and in which the relevant 
curatorial function crystallised. The chapters are not limited by the discussion of one 
exhibition, however; their detailed analyses will be used to open up further investigation of the 
particular aspects of the evolution of curation as well as the wider cultural, social, political and 
economic transformations which are key for the period. 
Chapter 1 is concerned with the beginning of the curatorial practices in the period 1974–
1979. Although hardly any exhibitions of that time can be seen as strictly ‘curatorial’ projects, 
the chapter argues that these years saw important transformations in late Soviet art and society, 
which also entailed changes in the ways of thinking about exhibition making. Such changes 
should be seen as the direct consequence of two simultaneous processes, namely, the growing 
desire for openness and publicity among alternative artists, and the readiness of the authorities 
to allow these artists into some public art institutions. The claim of alternative artists for public 
spaces and public attention gave rise to concerns and questions that can be regarded as 
fundamentally curatorial: How do the principles of exhibition making change once the 
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audience for which the show is constructed is different? Who has the authority to establish such 
principles and decide on the selection of the works? How and by whom are the criteria for the 
selection established? The emergence of such questions, and the growing awareness of the 
decision-making process in relation to the selection of works, make it possible to define the 
role of an exhibition maker in the period as primarily that of a gatekeeper. 
Chapter 2 focuses on the period of 1979–1986, which I suggest as being the time when 
curatorial practices truly emerged in Moscow. The important development of this period was 
the growing ‘performativity’ of art exhibitions. What does ‘performativity’ mean in the context 
of an art exhibition? First and foremost, it indicates the change in the functions which 
exhibitions exercised, and the type of communication between the artworks and the viewers 
which they established. Temporary art shows came to be understood less as static presentations 
of art, hardly different from permanent museum displays, and more as expressly temporary 
events, similar to theatre performances. At the same time their performative nature was 
reflected in the type of social interactions that the shows produced. Viewers were no longer 
meant to be passive observers, but active participants in the art process. Communication was a 
key element of the exhibitions promoted by the types of the displays and events which they 
featured. As organisers functioned as intermediaries involved in staging the shows and 
facilitating the contact between the artists and their audiences by developing unconventional 
exhibition ‘scenarios’ I suggest regarding their role as like that of an impresario.  
Unlike the previous chapters of the thesis, which discuss the whole diversity of trends 
on the Moscow art scene, Chapter 3 focuses on one particular segment, namely the younger 
generation of the Moscow Conceptual School and their projects in 1982–1984. It was these 
artists who recognised and articulated the necessity to exhibit independently from both the 
artists working in different styles and the artists of the previous generations of Moscow 
Conceptualism. It was this aspiration which eventually led to the emergence of their ‘gallery’, 
APTART, 1982 – 1984. Rather than being just an exhibition venue, APTART quickly turned 
into a platform for communication with different codes of behaviour. It challenged both the 
seriousness and rigidity of the state-sponsored exhibitions and exclusivity of other 
conceptualist gatherings. The distinguishing feature of APTART was its carnivalesque club-
like atmosphere which put to test the existing relations among art, viewers and exhibitions. The 
role of a curator in APTART consisted in developing the new type of social relations and 
nurturing tusovka [Russian term for party, gathering, get together] around it. As a curator was 
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both initiator and participant of these gatherings, I suggest defining this function as curator-
tusovshchik. 
Chapter 4 focuses on the period 1987–1989, which, however brief, can be characterised 
as the boom of curatorial activity or, as defined by Kiesewalter, “the time of collective madness 
when everyone was running from one exhibition to another”.155 The intensification of the 
artistic life at this time was closely connected with the period of liberalisation initiated by 
Mikhail Gorbachev. First, the policy of glasnost’ [openness] and the establishment of the new 
infrastructure for art facilitated the dissemination of alternative art among diverse audiences. 
Second, the openness towards global art markets challenged the existing conventions of 
national art scene and created new demand and new publics for Soviet art. While the second 
factor is investigated in the following chapter, Chapter 4 analyses the impact of the growing 
publicity around alternative art on curatorial thinking. It suggests that in the situation when a 
wider range of artistic practices became accessible by broader publics, the role of curator can 
be summarised as that of tastemaker. I shall discuss the newly emerged associations of 
contemporary artists – the Club of Avant-Gardists [Klava]; the amateur association of artists 
and art professionals Hermitage; and the Exhibition Hall of Krasnogvardeisky district (later 
known as Kashirka) – and investigate their strategies in addressing new groups of viewers.  
Chapter 5 focuses on the turbulent period of 1991–1993, marked by the radical changes 
in the structures of social, political and cultural life. The period is particularly significant for 
the current study, as it was then when curatorship became fully recognised as an independent 
profession and the term kurator gradually acquired its contemporary Western connotations.156 
the growing use of this label was not only a reflection of the changing vocabulary, but also an 
indication of the transforming functions and positions of this role, which I define as curator-
auteur. Unlike the previous avatars of the curatorial role, this role was exercised individually. 
It was characterised by the growing authority of individual curators and their use of  exhibitions 
as expression of their own ideas. The chapter scrutinizes the major factors which informed the 
development of curators-auteurs, namely the expansion of the national public audience for 
contemporary Soviet art; the popularity of Soviet art among foreign audiences; and the 
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transformation of modes of communication and interaction in Russian society that under the 
influence of the new capitalist forms of existence.  
I suggest that this role was the last stage in the development of curation. Undoubtedly, 
the profession of curator did not cease to exist, and indeed continues to be an important part of 
the Moscow art scene. However, due to a number of factors, both external and internal, such 
as the rapid upsurge and ensuing decline of interest in Russian art in the West, the failures of 
the Russian economic system, the disintegration of the previously tight artistic community, in 
1993 the previously rapid transformation of curatorial activity slowed down. 
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Chapter 1. Curator - Gatekeeper:  
Preconditions of the Moscow Curatorial School, 1974–1979 
 
The visitors to the art exhibition which opened on 29 September 1975 in the House of 
Culture at VDNKh [Vystavka Dostizhenii Narodnogo Hoziaistva, Exhibition of the 
Achievements of the National Economy] saw something unusual for a Soviet art venue scene.  
Although the very fact of an art display in a large Soviet expo was not uncommon, it was the 
nature of the show that turned it into an unprecedented occasion. The majority of the works 
included in the display had never before been shown in a state-sponsored venue.157 Although 
it was hardly advertised, rumours that the display in preparation included scandalous ‘banned’ 
art which was yet unknown to a wide audience spread quickly. Despite the unpleasant Moscow 
weather, crowds gathered outside the venue long before its opening was announced. Once the 
doors were finally opened, the crowd flooded in. What happened inside, however, was rather 
unexpected. 
To the astonishment of many, as soon as the first visitors entered the exhibition hall, 
some of the artists, all of whom were present in the venue, started tearing works off the walls. 
Moskovskii Komsomolets, one of the major Soviet periodicals, described the scene as follows:  
A bearded man quickly approached one of the paintings and took it off the 
wall. The picture was hanging quite high and he, on the contrary, was quite 
short, but acted decisively and fast. The first canvas was followed by the 
second, then the third… 
‘What are you doing?’ cried one of the shocked visitors. ‘Whom did these 
paintings disturb?’ 
‘Their creator’, answered the bearded man, grinning.  
[…] The exhibition has just opened. The first visitors have not even seen the 
whole show yet. That man was looked at with surprise and hostility. And 
while he was turning all the paintings to face the wall, he explained the 
reason for his behaviour.158 
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The brief description of this scene raises a lot of questions. If the official exhibition 
venues were closed to artists whose work did not fall into the confines of Socialist Realism, 
then who allowed them to participate in a major public display? Why did these artists, who 
struggled to showcase their works to a wide audience, decide to reject this opportunity? What, 
if anything, was so provocative about their art? This chapter offers a detailed analysis of the 
show and aims to answer these questions to consider the authority and criteria that allowed 
artwork and artists to participate in the exhibition.  
The answers require a discussion of the existing principles of exhibition making and 
the events which led to the creation of the mentioned show. Using this show as a starting point, 
this chapter explores the period of 1974 – 1979 which, I argue, was the time when the 
foundations of the curatorial practices were laid. Hardly any exhibitions of that time can be 
seen as strictly ‘curatorial’ projects: with a few exceptions, the majority of art displays were 
not concerned with the peculiarities of spatial arrangements or conceptual frameworks, neither 
were they created with a specific audience in mind. Nonetheless, these years saw important 
transformations in the relationships between art and its publics that were triggered by the wider 
social change. This in turn entailed the transformation of thinking about exhibition making, 
without which the following development of Soviet curation cannot be fully understood. 
One of the major features of the period was alternative art’s search for publicity.159 
Throughout the 1960s isolation was often a purposeful choice for those who aspired to distance 
themselves from society, thereby disappearing from the penetrating gaze of cultural officials 
and retreating into a closed circle of fellow artists.160 By the 1970s, however, this situation 
started to change. Alternative art was no longer in search of isolation but, on the contrary, in 
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search of public awareness.161 Instead of putting together apartment shows for friends, many 
artists sought the means to break into Soviet society and reach wider audiences.162  
Alternative art’s desire for new audiences in the mid-1970s gave rise to concerns and 
questions that can be regarded as fundamentally ‘curatorial’: Do the principles of exhibition 
making change when the show is constructed for a wider audience? Who has the authority to 
establish such principles and decide on the selection of the works? How are the criteria for 
selection established? Since the role of a creator of exhibitions in this period was closely 
connected to decisions about who should, and who should not, be granted access to participate 
in public displays, I suggest defining the preliminary function of a curator as that of a 
gatekeeper. 
Throughout the Soviet period, the gatekeepers’ functions were carried out by various 
commissions within the official art structures. As Section 1.1 discusses, such commissions 
were concerned with filtering out of public view all the art considered not suitable for Soviet 
citizens. At the same time, apartment and studio exhibitions offered an alternative to such 
principles and rejected any selection criteria at all except the vaguely defined basis of belonging 
to the same social group. In both cases, the artistic merit of the works often became secondary 
to the negotiations of who has the authority to decide on exclusion and inclusion of artworks. 
Section 1.2 suggests that the role of the curator-gatekeeper crystallised in the House of 
Culture exhibition. Initially conceived as a truly democratic art display, in which all the artists 
would be given equal opportunities, it instead turned into a battlefield where different inclusion 
criteria clashed. On the one hand, the state opposed the inclusion of anything that could 
challenge the boundaries of Socialist Realism, often supporting their position with the 
argument that the works in question were simply not good enough to be called art and, thus, 
were not suitable for public attention. On the other hand, artists, following a complex hierarchy 
derived from their inner relationships and the social status of each of the participants, tried to 
develop their own criteria to decide who should be included in the show and who had yet to 
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earn such a privilege. The House of Culture exhibition was therefore a locus for gatekeeping 
both by the state art institutions and the by artists who wanted to exist independent of them.  
The gatekeepers’ role and the conflict between the urge for experimentation and the 
established practices of Soviet exhibition making were further reflected in the foundation of 
the Painting Section of Gorkom Grafikov [the City Committee of Graphic Artists].163 Gorkom 
combined the principles of the official artistic unions with the strategies of alternative self-
organisations and, thus, can be regarded as a testing ground for the new exhibitionary 
techniques that subsequently developed. Section 1.3 investigates its aims, developing practices 
and outcomes to demonstrate that the struggle in respect to the authority to control the 
exhibitions and their contents resulted in the dissolution of the initial optimistic dreams about 
the space and its potential to become an alternative art institution.  
 
1.1 Exhibition Making in State-Sponsored Venues and Alternative Art Circles 
 
Curator-gatekeepers’ functions should be discussed in relation to the peculiarities of 
the structures that defined and controlled the selection of artworks. As I shall demonstrate, 
despite their different criteria for the inclusion and exclusion of art, gatekeeping activities 
exercised both within the official art institutions and outside of them had a lot in common. In 
both cases, it was a collective process based on a wide set of principles which favoured 
ideological and social aspects over the creative merit of each particular work.   
 
1.1.1 The Principles of Exhibition Committees 
 
Exhibitions within the official art infrastructure were controlled by three major bodies: 
the Ministry of Culture, the Academy of Arts and the Artists’ Union. The first exercised the 
major supervisory role.164 Apart from overseeing the most important art institutions, such as 
the Tretyakov Gallery and the Hermitage Museum, it was responsible for organising major 
exhibitions both in the USSR and abroad. The Ministry of Culture was also the major buyer of 
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art and controlled the export of art and art commissions. 165  The second institution was aimed 
at exercising an educational role, supervising arts universities, studios and graduate shows, as 
well as occasionally organising public exhibitions of artists from national republics and foreign 
countries.166 The last institution, the Artists’ Union, exercised influence over the daily activities 
of the artists and was primarily concerned with staging exhibitions.167 As I shall explain further 
below, These decisions on the inclusion or exclusion were made on the basis of two factors: 
firstly, membership in the professional creative union and, secondly, the ideological 
components of the pieces. 
The Artists’ Union was similar to other creative unions in the USSR in that it was 
established as a ‘social organisation that joined together professional workers in literature and 
art on the basis of the ideological and creative method of Socialist Realism with the goals of 
creating works of a high artistic level, developing the independent organisational actions and 
political activity of their members, [and] the defence of their rights and interests’.168 Beyond 
the rhetoric of the official account, however, it was the ideological element which was the true 
reason for the existence of the creative unions.169 John and Carol Garrar identified the basic 
modus operandi of the Writers’ Union, which can also be extended to the functioning of the 
Artists’ Union, as the judicious dispensation of alternate doses of carrot and stick.170 In essence, 
this meant that the creative unions manipulated a system of privileges and disciplinary 
measures to keep their members in line and to enforce the obligatory unanimity subsumed 
under the rubric of Socialist Realism. 
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In order to be recognised as a professional artist and gain access to the means of art 
production, such as art materials or studios, and the means of art distribution, such as 
exhibitions, one had to be a member of a professional union. As I will further explain in this 
section in relation to the House of Culture debates, the state officials often refused to recognise 
work produced by non-union members as art, since their creators were not ‘professional’ 
artists. 
How did artists-members of the Union get access to the exhibitions? As Lazarev put it 
in 1979 they ‘had an opportunity to have some of their works on show somewhere in the 
country almost all of the time’.171 This was meant to be achieved through a multi-divisional 
system within the Artists’ Union. Similar to the structure of the Communist Party, it followed 
the territorial principle and had union, regional and town branches. Each of the branches had 
numerous commissions created on the basis of the various art mediums, such as monumental 
art, painting, applied arts and poster arts, as well as separate sections for young artists, which 
gave the opportunity for those under 35 to join the professional organisations. All segments of 
this network had their own administrations and secretariats and could organise art shows.172  
Even though, from the outside, the system could have seemed like the realisation of an 
artistic utopia that provided significant opportunities and facilities, and indeed it was presented 
as such by national observers during the Soviet years, in reality its functioning was hardly as 
efficient. Already in the 1950s and 1960s artists continuously complained about the lack of 
exhibition opportunities.173 The growing bureaucracy of the creative unions did not improve 
the situation and in the 1970s the impossibility of exhibiting still remained a widely-discussed 
problem.174 
Solo exhibitions were the most uncommon type of art displays, with which only the most 
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established artists were honoured, often posthumously.175 More wide-spread were annual and 
semi-annual exhibitions of various branches of the Artists’ Union. The format of these shows 
was similar to that of the French Salon. They included all the newest works of the members 
that passed the selections of the commissions. Their spatial arrangement also recalled the 
Salon’s styles as works covered all the available wall space from floor to ceiling. Finally, the 
most widespread type was thematic exhibitions. Such shows often commemorated important 
dates, such as ‘the Fifth, Tenth, Twentieth, Fiftieth or Seventieth Anniversary of the Red Army, 
the Soviet State, the Bolshevik or the Communist Party, the Lenin Komsomol, or the Soviet 
Police, the birth or death of Lenin, Stalin or Pushkin. Alternatively, they explored selected 
themes which, with some rare exceptions, focused on aspects of Soviet life, such as ‘Socialist 
Industry’, ‘the Great Construction Projects’, ‘Glory to Labour’, ‘The Homeland, or ‘Soviet 
Space’’.176   
In order to appear in a thematic display works could either be commissioned by the state 
institutions or were proposed by the authors according to the announced topics.177 In both cases, 
before being accepted they had to go through a jury selection. The specially-appointed 
vystavkoms [exhibition committees] consisted of other artist members of the union and in the 
case of the more important exhibitions, of representatives of the Ministry. They held closed-
door votes, where the destiny of the submitted pieces was decided. The decisions were meant 
to be made on the basis of the creative and ideological standards of the works, but in practice 
in the late 1970s ideological elements often overshadowed the artistic quality, and works of 
any artistic merit could be selected as long as they did not depict anything provocative.178 The 
exhibition committees also supervised the installation of the works, which, in the case of multi-
media exhibitions, was spatially organised according to the sections of the union. In some 
cases, the final display was also controlled by city committees, who, similar to the exhibition 
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committees, had the right to remove any works from display. 
 
1.1.2 The Principles of the Svoi Collective 
 
An alternative to the over-structured and procedural institutional settings were the self-
organised apartment exhibitions. If, in the case of the state organisations, the gatekeeper’s 
function was exercised by the specially appointed committees, then in the alternative, artist-
run world, this role was immersed into the principles of their inner communication. 
Importantly, in both cases this role was exercised collectively. 
The circles of alternative artists that originated from amateur studios, adult education 
clubs or art schools and universities developed through personal connections. They were a 
vivid manifestation of Yurchak’s sociality of ‘svoi’, where the unspoken boundary between 
‘us’ and ‘not us’ was recognised by all its members. As recollected by Viktor Skersis, who was 
a student at the Moscow Polygraphic Institute in the mid-1970s, and a friend and student of 
conceptual artists Aleksander Komar and Vitaly Melamid: 
 there was of course some hierarchy in the alternative art. One could not just 
show up to a seminar in Kabakov’s studio, for example. But once you were 
introduced to people and everyone knew that you were all ‘svoi’, no one 
would kick you out’.179  
Belonging to ‘svoi’ did not presuppose total rejection of the official art structures, since 
most of the artists were engaged in them in some way. It did, however, signify some unspoken 
agreement about not wanting to be involved in them. 
Belonging to this circle was often the most important criteria for inclusion in an 
exhibition. As Georgii Kiesewalter described:  
Apartment exhibitions were organised spontaneously. Someone had their flat 
available so he would phone the others and invite them to come over. People 
would come and bring their works, and no one would say ‘No, it is not good 
enough, so you can’t show your painting in my living room!’ It probably 
could happen if someone would bring something too provocatively anti-
Soviet and the flat owner would be worried about getting into trouble. But I 
don’t remember anything like that happening.180  
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This statement does not presuppose the total absence of any groupings or smaller circles 
based on the shared artistic interests. Rather it suggests that the criterion of creative unity was 
overshadowed by the sense of friendship and belonging to the same tightly bound community. 
This approach led to the very eclectic content of the majority of the apartment exhibitions. In 
these exhibitions, ‘surrealism was mixed with expressionism and abstraction, and all was 
squeezed somewhere in between bookshelves and kitchen cupboards’.181 The lists of 
participants were quite random and almost none of them saw their goals realised in terms of 
the creation of a more or less defined composition or conceptual theme.  
 
1.1.3 ‘Wild’ Exhibitions as the Trigger for Further Change 
 
The issue of how to determine the criteria for selection of artists for an exhibition 
acquired new urgency following two shows that took place on 15 and 29 September 1974; held 
outdoors, on a piece of wasteland in the Moscow suburbs and in a recreation park, respectively. 
Initiated by a group of alternative artists, these shows were the first major attempts to reclaim 
the artists’ right to be visible in the public space. Thus, their locations were key features of 
both exhibitions. The importance of the location should not be understood from the conceptual 
perspective; hardly any of the organisers or participants were concerned with how natural 
surroundings would contribute to the perception of their art. Rather it was the openness and 
accessibility, both for the participating artists and their potential visitors, that mattered. Oscar 
Rabin, one of the initiators of and a key figure in both shows, referred to them as ‘wild’ 
exhibitions. 182 This definition reflects the nature of the shows, which were meant to break out 
from any limitations and avoid being ‘tamed’ by either official or alternative gatekeepers.  
The First Autumn Displays of Painting in the Open Air, also known as the Bulldozer 
show, took place on 15 September 1974. The idea of staging an open-air display of works was 
initially proposed by Rabin and involved a complex process of negotiation with the 
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authorities.183 A group of artists informed the Moscow City Council of their intentions, but 
were neither officially prevented nor permitted to stage the show, although it was made clear 
to them that they were highly advised to call it off.184 Nevertheless, following the 
encouragement of various prominent figures in the alternative art world, such as Rabin, 
Aleksandr Glezer and Vladimir Nemukhin, on the selected day the group headed to the chosen 
location, a vacant lot in the Moscow suburb of Beliaevo, to display their works. 
The following events have been documented and analysed in a number of studies.185 
Upon their arrival, the artists found this piece of wasteland occupied by participants of a 
voskresnik, a day of voluntary work aimed at refining outdoor spaces and parks. Its participants, 
some of whom turned out to be policemen in civilian clothes, expressed their dissatisfaction 
with the ‘impertinent, scruffy-looking people, who started to unpack rather weird colourful 
canvases’.186 The artists, who decided to show their art pieces regardless of the intervention of 
these ‘workers’, managed to hold their paintings in front of their small invited audience for 
only a few minutes. This brief display was put to an end by the intervention of police, street 
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sweepers and bulldozers. As a result, some works were destroyed, and some participants were 
detained. 
Despite being called an exhibition, the nature of this event was very different from that 
of a conventional art show. In practice, it was closer to a performance.187 Rather than being 
displayed, the Bulldozer show was staged in front of the selected audience, which mostly 
consisted of foreign diplomats and journalists.188 A number of interviewees for the current 
study described it primarily as a well-organised provocation, the performative element of 
which overshadowed the content of the display.189 For example, Kiesewalter, in particular, 
pointed to the ‘staged’ nature of the exhibition, comparing it to a theatre performance and the 
role of Rabin to that of a theatre director.190 Arguably, the show aimed not so much to present 
the chosen works, but to provoke certain reactions and get the attention of the press and 
eventually of the wider public, who had not been familiar with the artists before they made it 
to the pages of Western and Soviet periodicals. It is for that reason that hardly any accounts of 
the event try to reconstruct the list of works shown, but rather focus on the exhibition as an 
artistic gesture.  Numerous studies identify it as a ‘defining moment of the decade’,191 ‘coming 
out of the woodwork’,192 the beginning of ‘the fight for the exhibition space’193 or the ‘final 
chapter in the century-old struggle between cultural authorities and dissident artists’.194 
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The exhibition received attention in press. In the national newspapers it was portrayed 
as an act of hooliganism which disturbed and shocked the locals.195 Foreign press emphasised 
the contradiction between the guarantees for human rights highlighted in Soviet foreign policy 
and the way human rights were treated in Soviet domestic life.196 Such negative images of the 
country were especially unfavourable while the Soviet state was in the process of trade 
negotiations with the USA.197 In order to improve their reputation in the eyes of the 
international public, the authorities had no other choice but to allow the artists to organise a 
second open-air show two weeks later. 
The organisation of the Second Autumn Display of Painting in the Open Air, which 
retrospectively acquired the name Izmailovo (after the forest on the outskirts of Moscow where 
it was held), once again involved complex negotiations both within the artistic circle, and 
between the artists and the authorities. The former centred around a disagreement between 
Rabin, who ‘was stubbornly dragging everyone on the road to Calvary’, and others who just 
wanted to ‘put on a more or less authorised exhibition so that people could see it’.198 The latter 
evolved predominantly around the issues of accessibility, the settlement of the date and 
location, and the criteria for participants. Representatives of the Moscow City Council tried to 
insist on various limitations, such as the exclusion of Leningrad artists, the rescheduling of the 
show for a Saturday (which was a working day in most of the universities) and bringing the 
show inside an exhibition hall, which would limit the number of works included.199 The show 
was finally approved by Mikhail Shkodin, advisor to the Chairman of  the Department of 
Cultural Affair of Moscow City Council, who assured the artists that no restrictions were to be 
applied. 
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In Talochkin’s diary 29 September 1974 was marked as a holiday due to the excitement 
and euphoria prevailing at the event.200 Whereas the Bulldozer show included only 14 artists 
and a very limited audience, the Izmailovo show featured almost 70 artists, and the number of 
visitors, which reached 15,000 people, led to commentators calling the event ‘the Soviet 
Woodstock’.201 The increase in the number of participants required more organisation from the 
artists; lists of featured artists and works were compiled and some division of the space between 
them was pre-arranged.202 Such preparations, however, did not imply restrictions on inclusion 
of works or attempts at their selection by the main organisers of the show. Similar to the 
Bulldozer exhibition, there were no regulations and directions on which works to include. 
Everyone who was willing could participate and bring any pieces they saw appropriate. The 
only form of censorship in the show was the self-censorship of the participants, who agreed to 
avoid any anti-Soviet or overtly religious subjects.203 
As in the Bulldozer exhibition, the only medium included in the second open-air show 
was painting. The styles of the works varied ranging from eccentric realism to religious 
symbolism to surrealism, pop-art and abstraction.204 While the Western press highlighted this 
diversity as the exhibition’s major achievement, the coverage of the event in the Soviet 
newspapers pointed to it as the biggest embarrassment. For example, in two reviews in the 
Vecherniaia Moskva [Evening Moscow] newspaper, which came out on 18 and 23 October, 
such terms as ‘display’, ‘artworks’ and ‘artists’ were used either in quotation marks or with 
annotations indicating that such definitions were not applicable to what was presented at the 
show. The first review did not analyse individual works, only giving the umbrella description 
of ‘something resembling what I have seen at foreign exhibitions of so-called avant-garde art’, 
a comment which was meant to be derogatory from the perspective of the Soviet commentator, 
but ironically might have been taken as a compliment by the artists. 205 
The second review provided a more detailed description. It questioned the grounds on 
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which the artists, working in very different styles and having very different understandings of 
the world, were brought together.206 The author found his answer in the fact that, despite their 
seeming dissimilarity, all of those artistic experimentations can be reduced to ‘formalist tricks’, 
or what was labelled by the previous author as the ‘puzzling exercises of modernists’. The 
major conclusion drawn by these and other official Soviet responses can be summarised in the 
statement that the objects presented in Izmailovo did not deserve to be called art, while their 
creators, many of whom did not have the specialised education and professional experience 
provided by the official Soviet unions, did not deserve to be called artists.  
The Izmailovo exhibition therefore problematised the tension between two existing 
gatekeepers, namely ‘svoi’ collectives and exhibition committees. The principles of the 
selection of the former were based on the loose sense of belonging to the same community 
defined by their unwillingness to subject to the dominant rules. It argued for diversity and 
pluralism of views and tastes. The latter, on the contrary, sought standardisation and unity, 
namely the requirement of union membership and meeting the standards of Socialist Realism. 
The need for a reconsideration of both became evident. 
The reaction of the Soviet public was not as critical as that of the Soviet press, however. 
Although no official announcements about the show were made, the information spread 
through Western radio stations, periodicals and word of mouth. The audience consisted of 
students and academics, ‘educated youth and partly hippies’.207  It can be assumed that the 
audience of Izmailovo was similar to the crowd described by a writer Yuri Mamleev in his 
fictional novel based on real events in Moscow artistic life: 
Everything became very complex and mixed: at the same evening or a 
reading one could simultaneously meet professors, researchers, 
representatives of an average intelligentsia, the most desperate poets and 
artists, nonconformists, working as night guards.208 
What made the Izmailovo exhibition significant was the fact that its audience exceeded 
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the circle of the artists’ immediate connections. For the first time, many of them were 
encouraged to communicate with visitors who had very little knowledge of their practices.209 
Many admired and applauded what they saw. Some wondered how they managed to get 
permission for such a provocative display. Others screwed up their faces and shrugged their 
shoulders.210 But even those who did not enjoy the art were mostly friendly and open to a 
dialogue.211 Despite some of the visitors’ disapproval, Talochkin and the fellow artists-
participants recalled this event as a ‘true celebration of art that people have not seen since the 
1920s’.212 Thus, disregarding the peculiarities of the included works or the details of their 
arrangement on the edge of the forest, one of the greatest achievements of the Izmailovo 
exhibition was bringing together otherwise dispersed segments of the Soviet alternative art  and 
diverse groups of the public. Kiesewalter recalled the event as the ‘major revelation’ which 
allowed the artists of his circle to comprehend the whole variety of alternative culture, as well 
as responses to it, which they could not have imagined before.213 It therefore facilitated further 
attempts among alternative artists to seek public exposure. 
As shown by Tupitsyn, the further inclusion of alternative art in the state exhibition 
venues can be seen from a dual perspective.214 On the one hand, the state had to make 
concessions in their approach towards alternative art, thus amending exhibition politics. On the 
other hand, however, the reconsidered policy was not only a way to avoid future scandals and 
to please foreign observers, but also to establish firmer control over these artists. Tupitsyn 
emphasised the negative effects of further ‘institutionalisation’ of alternative art and regarded 
it as a way to put an end to the existence of ‘illicit’ art. I propose, however, that despite the 
limitations that the artists were faced with, this development played a key role in the 
advancement of exhibition strategies. 
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The first attempt to incorporate alternative art into the official art structures was already 
initiated as early as November 1974, when the works of six artists were included in the annual 
exhibition of Gorkom in the Central House of Art Workers.215 The inclusion of more 
experimental works ‘did not lead to anything bad, apart from the iron railings on the stairs 
being broken by the crowd of very eager visitors due to which access to the exhibition had to 
be restricted’.216 The show, however, did not attract much attention and was far from satisfying 
the artists’ desire for an extensive presentation.  
The first major shows which came about as a result of the ‘wild’ exhibitions was a show 
in the Beekeeping pavilion at VDNKh held on 19 – 26 February 1975. Preceding the House of 
Culture exhibition by a few months, it further problematised an issue fundamental to exhibition 
making: the principles informing the selection of works. The Central Department of Cultural 
Affairs, under whose supervision and governance the show was carried out, allocated the artists 
one of the smallest pavilions available, despite most of them being vacant during the winter 
months.217 The fact that the two small halls of the pavilion could not fit all those willing to 
participate increased the urgency of developing a selection criteria that satisfied both the Soviet 
institutions and the artists wishing to exhibit. 
On the one hand, Rabin and his supporters claimed that the show should be open only 
to the participants of the ‘wild’ exhibitions, since they were the ones who had risked their 
careers and freedom and, thus, should be rewarded.218 Since the Central Department of Cultural 
Affairs limited the number of artists to 20, the priority rights to display should have been given, 
in Rabin’s view, to the 14 participants of the Bulldozer exhibition, leaving space for a few other 
of the most active artists of the Izmailovo. According to this strategy, other artists who had 
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taken part in neither of the preceding shows should respect the fearlessness and courage of their 
colleagues by not submitting their works. 
On the other hand, the selection process for the show was controlled by Vladimir 
Mikhailovitch Ashcheulov, a newly minted chairman of Gorkom. Ashcheulov appointed the 
exhibition committee which was assigned with the task of selecting the works and artists from 
among all those wishing to participate. Ashcheulov and his committee pre-selected most of the 
participants even before reviewing their works.219 The list consisted of ‘the leading 
representatives of the Moscow unofficial art’,  many of whom, however, were also recognised 
within official institutional settings.220 The decision to include the most ‘famous’ of the 
potential candidates, disregarding their involvement in the ‘wild’ shows, was supported by 
several artists, including Nemukhin, Masterkova and Nikolai Vechtomov, who claimed that 
inclusion in the exhibitions should not be decided on the basis of the social status of the 
participants, but rather on their artistic merit and talent.221  
As described by photographer Igor Palmin, who documented many artistic events of 
the period, preparation for the show and the finalisation of the list of works occurred at three 
‘headquarters’:  
Dmitry Plavinsky’s studio attracted a colourful assembly of confirmed 
participants, opponents of the exhibition and curious onlookers. … The other 
centre of secrecy and intrigue was in the old building of the city committee 
of graphic artists [Gorkom]. And sorcery, unfathomable to me, was afoot in 
Ilya Kabakov’s studio on Sretensky Boulevard, as a result of which that art 
wing was represented at the Beekeeping exhibition by Edik Steinberg and 
Volodya Yankilevsky.222 
He also depicted the process of negotiations, be it a brief discussion in the corridors of 
the old Gorkom venue (Fig.1.1), or contemplation in Plavinsky’s studio (Fig.1.2).  
Palmin’s images of the show’s installation demonstrate the Salon style hanging, 
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average for such events, organised by the participants themselves (Figs. 1.3–1.6). Nevertheless, 
Obukhova argued that the Beekeeping exhibition was one of the first examples of ‘curating’ 
due to the vigorous approach towards the final selection, which was demonstrated in the course 
of its preparation.223 Indeed, this show was a reflection of the growing tension around the 
curator-gatekeeper’s functions. All the discussions centred not so much around the actual 
artworks or their potential combinations, but rather around the possible participants and why 
they had a right to be included. For example, when Ilya Kabakov, initially selected for 
participation by Ashcheulov, dropped out just a day before the opening (‘his works could not 
go through his studio’s door’, as he explained, although others were convinced that he did not 
want to participate in a potentially scandalous exhibition and risk his studio), it was a matter 
of finding someone who was as well-known rather than someone whose works would be a 
logical substitution for Kabakov’s in the already-existing display.224 
The exhibition received damning reviews in the Soviet press, but it was also criticised 
in the circle of alternative artists. 225 Rather than providing a long-awaited opportunity for the 
communication and public display of artworks, it simply escalated the existing tensions 
surrounding exhibiting, leaving many artists dissatisfied.226 Nonetheless, the next exhibition 
which was supposed to satisfy the desire of many for uncontrolled public display in an official 
Soviet venue was already in preparation. 
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1.2 Exhibition of Moscow Artists, September 1975 
 
The House of Culture exhibition reflected the subsequent exploration of the criteria for 
exclusion and inclusion in art shows. The preparations started in February 1975, but the idea 
to organise a large-scale show of alternative art in an official state venue had been discussed 
for much longer. Even before the Beekeeping show, a number of artists had started developing 
an idea to claim their right to a large-scale display. A group of artists, familiar with each other 
through personal connections and networks of alternative artists, and further united and 
motivated by the success of the Izmailovo exhibition, put together an initsiativnaia gruppa 
[initiative group] to lead negotiations with the authorities. The mere fact of the establishment 
of a special group which mirrored the principles of the official exhibition committees by artists 
outside of the institutional settings indicated that the alternative artistic community was not 
that far from the official structures, and also functioned according to the developing system of 
hierarchy, introducing control into the exhibition making. 
The group, chaired by artist Mikhail Odnoralov, by then already a member of the 
Artists’ Union, sent a letter to the Ministry of Culture requesting permission to organise an all-
Union exhibition in March 1975.227 Not receiving any reply, they repeated their request, asking 
for permission to hold the show in April.228 The urgency of their request was explained as being 
due to the large number of artists (120) who wished to exhibit but did not have any other chance 
to do so, either because they were not the members of any unions (this group, however, was a 
minority) or because the works they wanted to display (as well as their reputation) would not 
be approved by any of the Soviet exhibition committees.229 In the second letter, the artists 
informed the Ministry that, regardless of their decision, the initiative group had already started 
its preparations. All those wishing to participate had been invited to Moscow and were to take 
part in a series of exhibitions in private apartments and studios, reviewing and discussing their 
work. A number of seminars focusing on questions of art were also to be organised. In the 
event that the Ministry rejected their request, the artists were going to hold a permanently-open 
‘wandering’ all-Union exhibition, which would travel through artists’ apartments and studios 
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around the country.230 
The apartment shows, under the umbrella title Predvaritel’nye kvartirnye prosmotry 
[Preliminary Apartment Displays], eventually took place in Moscow in spring 1975. The 
exhibitions were held simultaneously in seven apartments and were organised in two rounds, 
each lasting one week, with a ten-day interval in between.231 By the end of the second round, 
the number of participating artists had reached 180 and included not only Muscovites, but 
artists from many Soviet cities and republics.232 The choice of what to exhibit remained with 
the artists themselves, while all of the organisation and administration was managed by 
Odnoralov.233  
Once tested on the limited audience of the apartment exhibitions, all of the works were 
meant to form a large public display. The biggest stumbling block in the ongoing negotiations 
with the authorities concerned the selection of the potential participants of the show. If the 
preliminary displays were based on ideas of accessibility, then once the works were to enter 
the domain of the public art venues, these criteria would have to change. In a letter sent to the 
Ministry the initiative group outlined their suggested rules for constructing the show: the list 
of the participants should be compiled and announced by the initiative group no later than one 
week before the opening; each of the participants had a right to present up to five works; artists 
could participate regardless of whether they were members of any of the creative unions; 
participation should be open to artists from all Soviet cities and republics; after being shown 
in Moscow the show should later tour around the country. The Moscow City Council in its turn 
agreed to the inclusion of non-members of the Artists’ Union but insisted on the show being 
for Moscow artists only.234 The rest of the initiative group’s demands were not directly 
addressed. 
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It is important to note that none of these conversations touched upon the proposed 
works, and their artistic quality, except in respect to their number. The exhibition was never 
intended to have any theme or aesthetic unity. At different stages of the preparation the 
initiative group included very different artists, such as Rabin, Vitaly Komar and Aleksander 
Melamid, Odnoralov and others who were appointed to this role not for their creative views, 
but for their social position in the artistic community.235 Similar to the state institutions, the 
committee established by the alternative artists was mainly a bureaucratic body. Initial ideas 
about the exhibition being a democratic endeavour – which would lack any control and 
restrictions by the authorities – were completely abandoned because of the growing tensions 
in the artistic circle, which were reflected in the functioning of the initiative group.  
Talochkin’s diary provided a detailed report of the complex negotiations that took place 
and the confusion that occurred within the artistic community during the months preceding the 
show.236 As he described, once it became clear that the show was actually happening, its 
production became affected by the hostility between those in charge of it. The members of the 
group and their roles changed continuously. As participation in the organising group implied 
an almost unconditional right to participate in the upcoming exhibition, the group’s functioning 
became characterised by constant attempts ‘to get rid of all the unwanted people by intrigues’ 
or ‘to seize power and govern individually’.237 The major dispute revolved around Odnoralov, 
the initial chairman of the group and the initiator of the apartment previews, and Koriun 
Nagapetian, whose role was described as a chief designer, or ‘ekspozitsioner’ [exhibition 
designer].238 Both were involved in carrying out negotiations with the Ministry, as well as 
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compiling the lists of the participants and works for the show.239 It is unclear if there was any 
considerable divergence of views between them regarding the upcoming show, although this 
seems unlikely. That said, as Skersis recalled, Nagapetian advocated a more conformist and 
safe approach that would probably guarantee that the artists would have fewer problems with 
the authorities, but would also have limited the opportunities to include more experimental 
works.240 According to Talochkin’s notes, the argument between them also extended to the 
private relations between the artists and their positions in the group’s inner social hierarchy. 
Since the exhibition did not have any aesthetic goals, decisions on inclusion and exclusion 
were defined mostly by personal preferences and sympathies. As Talochkin stated during a 
speech at one of the committee’s meetings, those disputes often led to threats and the 
suppression of others, who were told that the committee was the only authority that would 
make decisions on everyone’s involvement.241  
As a result of these multilateral negotiations 150 artists were included in the list of 
participants and were given two days for the installation.242 According to some of the 
participating artists, such as Skersis and Alekseev, this process was no different from an 
average apartment exhibition or a union show in terms of all of the installation being done by 
the artists themselves in the ‘Salon’ style. (Figs.1.7–1.8 ).243 An important part in the 
arrangement of the display was played by Talochkin, who was a member of the organising 
group, and two other ‘non-artists’ – Tatiana Kolodzei and Elena Kovaikina (Fig.1.9).244 They 
were invited to assist with the installation and potentially help to resolve the tensed inner 
relations.245 It was not the design of the show that made it stand out, however, but rather the 
selection of its content, which once again presented a challenge when the show was opened to 
the public.  
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On the opening day, the artists found out that during the night, 38 works had been 
confiscated by the authorities, despite their initial promise not to intervene in the 
organisation.246 This violation of the previous agreement caused a furore among most of the 
artists described at the opening of this chapter, who, in solidarity with those whose works had 
been removed, immediately started to take down their own.247 The exhibition was quickly 
closed down and the visitors were forced to leave. Although the authorities did not want to 
retreat, because, according to Shkodin, the confiscated works did not satisfy criteria for Soviet 
public display, the exhibition had already attracted attention and therefore could not be shut 
down completely. Thus, the negotiations between Shkodin and the artists, represented by 
Rabin, Nagapetian, and Tiapushkin, once again recommenced.  
It is worth considering the exhibition criteria discussed in Section 1.1. Some of the 
works in the House of Culture exhibition could fall into the category of ‘anti-Soviet’ and thus 
be ideologically unacceptable. For example, this applied to Rabin’s piece, which depicted a 
Soviet passport with the inscription ‘Latvian (Jew)’ in a graphic next to nationality.248 This 
work was never returned to the display. At the same time, the confiscation of some of the other 
works was explained by Shkodin by the fact that they were simply not good enough to be called 
art and thus could not be presented to the public.249 Such an argument was also extended to the 
works of non-members of the Artists’ Union, who were not regarded as a professional artist 
and their creations therefore could not be art.250 
An interesting example was a piece by a hippie collective, Volosy [Hair]. Their work 
consisted of an embroidered banner containing slogans for peace, love and the protection of 
nature. In the right corner of the banner (Fig.1.10) there was a depiction of a crossed border-
marking pole crowned with the slogan ‘A world with no boundaries’. Initially, this element of 
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the work was read by Shkodin as an assault on the Soviet Union’s borders and, thus, a reason 
to exclude it from the show.251 In his further discussion, however, he repeatedly pointed to the 
fact that the members of the collective were not members of any creative union, had not 
received an official Soviet art education, and thus they were not artists, meaning that their work 
was not art.252 The work was taken out of the display, but the group continued making the same 
banner, which for the next few days kept appearing in the same place in the venue.253  
A similar critique was applied to ‘Hatch the eggs!’ by an artistic group consisting of 
artists Donskoi, Roshal and Skersis, later known as Gnezdo [Nest]. The work consisted of three 
people sitting back to back in a huge nest made from real grass and sticks (Fig.1.11). The nest 
was surrounded by a number of black signs reading ‘Hatch the eggs!’ and a larger one warning 
‘Quiet! Experiment is in progress!’. Above the nest on a windowsill there were a number of 
photographs depicting the artists in the process of hatching while they also invited everyone 
willing to join and help them with the task. Shkodin referred to this as ‘a disturbing 
performance, that had nothing to do with genuine art’, although he was not able to provide any 
further explanation as to why it was withdrawn.254 The work was later returned to the display, 
but not for long. A few days later it was once again taken away on the basis that it was an 
obstruction to the fire regulations.255 
As a result of the negotiations, 31 of the 38 confiscated works were returned to the 
display and the exhibition opened the following day.256 What was the final outcome of this 
long and complex process of negotiation, navigating around the unclear criteria for 
participation? The show featured almost 800 works by 143 artists. As demonstrated by the 
archival photographs of the event, the pieces filled the entire space of a pavilion which was 
grand, but hardly suitable for an art show (Figs. 1.8). Such a scale, however, was nothing new. 
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What distinguished the exhibition was the diversity of style, subject matter and artistic 
languages presented, namely the result of the gatekeeping process. One could find within the 
exhibition examples of surrealism, expressionism, realism, abstraction, primitivism and pop 
art, as well as vague references to Warhol, Picasso and Chagall exhibited next to each other.257 
The same diversity could also be found in the 1962 Manege exhibition in which, there had been 
some attempts at grouping artworks by schools, which challenged the supposed coherency of 
Soviet art.258 In fact, in the diary he devoted to the House of Culture events, Talochkin 
explicitly refers to the Manege exhibition, questioning whether the political conditions in 
which the show was created were at all similar to the situation in 1975.259 
Despite this cacophony of styles in the House of Culture display, some classification 
was still possible. One of the rooms was occupied by painters of an older generation, such as 
Livenstein, Kharitonov, Zverev and Yakovlev.260 A large number of artworks by several artists 
in the show, such as Kurkin, Linitsky and Nagapetian, had clear religious connotations.261 A 
group of hippies gathered in a separate corner around their works. What attracted the most 
attention, however, was the central gallery, where ‘the artists defined as avant-gardists were 
located’.262 Despite the display being elsewhere dominated by quasi-surrealist, metaphysical 
and religious or mystical paintings, the inclusion of the relatively small number of the works 
presented in this room had a significant effect on the overall impression and perception of the 
show.263 
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Upon entering the gallery, visitors were faced with the ‘Hatch the eggs!’ installation. 
One can only imagine the surprise of the unprepared Soviet audience, accustomed to silence 
and discipline in museum rooms, when asked to climb in the human-size nest in the middle of 
an art exhibition. The nest was not the only featured work by Donskoi, Roshal and Skersis. 
Next to it, two other pieces by the same creators were presented: Fill in the Red Pump and 
Communication Tube. The former consisted of a panel with the text addressed to the viewers 
and two pumps installed in front of it: a red one symbolising communism and a black one 
symbolising capitalism (Fig.1.12). Every viewer was invited to pump one of them, justifying 
the choice of the colour by their political preferences. The latter piece was exactly what the 
title suggested: a tube, which visitors were encouraged to use to talk to each other and offered 
alternative means of communication (Fig.1.13). Each of these objects was intended to be 
touched, used and directly engaged with by the audience. This mode of behaviour stipulated 
by the authors offered a striking alternative to the atmosphere of passive submission and 
compliance prevailing within the majority of Soviet museums and galleries.264 By rejecting the 
sculptural pedestal and acting as ‘an apparatus for audience participation’ these works put to 
test the traditional relationships between artist, audience and exhibition.265 
The other works in the room also challenged the viewers’ perceptions. For example, 
Mikhail Roginsky and Leo Bruni presented a work entitled Pal’to Odnoralova [Odnoralov’s 
coat], which consisted of an ordinary autumn coat with a scarf thrown over it and a bottle of 
milk in its pocket, an ensemble that was hung next to more conventional paintings (Fig.1.14). 
A review in Moskovskii Komsomolets satirised this piece by imagining how an average Soviet 
visitor, not noticing the sign ‘Do not touch’, would caringly take the coat and bring it to the 
cloak room, convinced that someone had left it there by mistake. Arguably, the mockery of the 
Soviet press was not very far from the artists’ intention, namely to make the viewers question 
their response and reaction to the works on the display. This, and many other works presented 
in the room, such as the minimalist compositions of Iulikov and Alekseev, or Landscape with 
Polyphemus by Bruni, were highlighted by art critic Andrei Barabanov as the most successful 
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pieces in the show, in that they shook the viewers’ understanding of what constitutes art, thus 
forcing them to ‘face the new aesthetic reality’.266  
Described as the ‘most important manifestation of its time’267  and as a ‘miraculous, 
one of a kind, outstanding in its unreality, spectacle’268 which provided a much needed ‘feeling 
of dynamism’,269 the show was an important reflection of the diversity of the existing artistic 
language and styles, thereby challenging the supposed unity of Soviet art on a scale not 
witnessed since the 1962 Manege exhibition. Moreover, the show challenged the existing 
understanding of how culture can be mediated and what type of relations with viewers an 
exhibition can establish. By offering neglected visions and solutions to what constitutes art for 
public display, such as in the works by Gnezdo, Volosy and others, it also challenged the 
scripted scenarios for visitors’ behaviour in an art space, and their engagement with the art, a 
feature which is further analysed in the subsequent chapters of the thesis. 
What is particularly important about the exhibition, and what explains the choice of this 
show as the central case study of the chapter, is its contribution to the development of popular 
thought about how the content of an exhibition should be compiled, what art should be regarded 
as appropriate for public display and, thus, how the functions of the gatekeepers should be 
dictated. The show reflected the confrontation between two seemingly opposing impulses: the 
desire of the state representatives to acquire control over the exhibiting artists, and the 
aspiration of the artists to exhibit without any limits. As this example shows, however, the two 
forces were often closely intertwined and co-dependent. Analysis of the exhibition 
demonstrated that while many artists had a very idealised vision of an art show as a democratic 
platform open to everyone and everything, in reality a show could not function without 
establishing some restrictions or criteria for participation. While the principles of the state art 
institutions, namely, membership in the creative union and ideological conformity were 
rejected as hostile and damaging to the freedom of artistic expression, participating artists could 
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not develop any alternative to them by basing their decisions on their inner hierarchy and 
personal relations. The search for new guiding principles therefore continued with the 
establishment of Gorkom. 
 
1.3. Gorkom Grafikov [City Committee of Graphic Artists]: Exhibition Experiments and a 
Struggle for Control 
 
One of the platforms for developing and testing the new strategies was Gorkom, which 
was restructured in 1976. It was an institution with a long history, founded prior to the Artists’ 
Union as a successor to the less rigid organisational system at the beginning of the century.270 
Gorkom was a professional union for all those artists who were not members of the Artists’ 
Union and who were working in any sphere of graphic art, such as illustrators, decorators, 
engravers, poster designers and lithographic artists. Similar to other unions, it provided its 
members with social insurance and employment status, which protected them from charges of 
social parasitism.271  
 Since participation in state-sponsored exhibitions by artists who were not members of 
any of the unions was thought to be highly damaging for the state’s cultural policy, the 
authorities promised membership in a professional union to all the participants of the House of 
Culture show.272 Since MOSKh had refused to accept any of the participants of the ‘wild’ 
exhibitions, however, Gorkom became the best solution, especially because some of the artists 
were already members.273 Many did not fit into the category of graphic artists, however, so a 
new Painting Section was established, with the development of this section being assigned to 
Ashcheulov. As Rabin recalled, on their first meeting:  
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Ashcheulov anxiously explained that there were a lot of novelties introduced 
to Gorkom. He managed to secure a basement space, which could be turned 
into an exhibition space. […] He promised that painters, members of the new 
Gorkom section, would be equal to MOSKh painters and would benefit from 
sales of their works, journeys abroad, allocated studios, vacations in Houses 
of Art, art materials and so on.274 
The creation of the Painting Section offered an alternative to the Moscow art monopoly 
of MOSKh, creating what can be defined as a two-tier system. The fact that the newly-accepted 
members of Gorkom were recognised as painters elevated their status in the Soviet hierarchy 
of art forms, in which graphic art, sculpture, cinema and architecture were considered 
secondary to ‘real’ art – that is, painting. At the same time, the fact that they became members 
of a slightly more liberal and less controlled union, as compared to the rigid and overly 
bureaucratic structures of MOSKh, allowed them more space for self-expression and 
experimentation.275 When the creation of the section was officially announced on the 7 July 
1976, with nearly 100 artists joining the union, it was envisaged as the first official alternative 
art organisation.276 The exhibition hall, located in the basement of a newly constructed building 
that was allocated to the union on Malaya Gruzinskaya Street in central Moscow, was intended 
to become a platform for experimentation, as well as a space for the establishment of an 
ongoing conversation with the wider Soviet public. 277 
The first years of Gorkom’s functioning were characterised by the same issues as the 
opening of the House of Culture exhibition; namely, questions of how exhibition activities 
could be organised to satisfy such a diverse group of artists, and what principles should govern 
this. Moreover, the functioning of Gorkom had to satisfy not only the diverse notions of 
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exhibition displays among the artists, but also the regulations applied to all the creative unions 
by the state. The organisational principles of Gorkom’s functioning constitute an important 
element in the understanding of the development of its exhibition strategies. 
The structure of Gorkom and its Painting Section was no different from that of other 
Soviet professional unions. The overall control and supervision were exercised by a number of 
superior regulatory organisations, such as the Moscow City Committee of the Communist Party 
of the USSR (MGK KPSS) and the General Committee of the Art Workers’ Union and its 
Moscow branch. They supported some of the aspects of Gorkom’s functioning, such as the 
publication of booklets and catalogues or coverage in the Soviet press, and exercised 
censorship of the exhibitions. Each of the shows had to be approved by a special visiting 
committee consisting of the members of those organisations, who acted alongside the inner 
committee of Gorkom.278 Once the section was created, however, and the urgent question of 
dealing with a large number of non-union-members artists was solved, the authorities did not 
intervene in the day-to-day functioning of the section apart from the censorship of final 
displays.279 
The most important role in terms of everyday activities and decision-making was 
played by the chairman of Gorkom: first Ashcheulov and then Drobitsky. The functioning of 
the Painting Section was organised by the general assembly of its members and Mestkom [the 
local committee], which represented its rights within Gorkom and was chaired by Nemukhin 
and vice-chaired by Igor Snegur.280 In 1979 Mestkom issued a ‘Statute on the Painting Section 
in the United Committee of Graphic Artists’ which was primarily concerned with the 
organisational structure of the section.281 Moreover, it discussed the responsibility and 
involvement of all of its bodies in terms of exhibition making. Lastly, it outlined the rights of 
the members in respect to access to art publications, art materials, studios and state acquisitions.  
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Despite Gorkom’s dependency on the superior regulatory bodies, and their control, 
there was still a place for the tongue-in-cheek ethos characteristic of many organisations of the 
period, which facilitated the existence of the alternative lifestyles.282 The inclusion of 
alternative art in the official state infrastructure ‘imposed on them new forms of control just as 
it provided new ways of freedom’.283 The fact that Gorkom never realised its initial goals of 
becoming a liberal alternative art platform was less due to the intervention of the state, but 
rather to the artists’ lack of a common vision of how the control of the exhibition space should 
be negotiated. It was the inability to define the principles underpinning the inevitable 
gatekeeper functions that led to its gradual decline. The following analysis of some of 
Gorkom’s projects reveals the inner challenges faced by the organisation. 
The first exhibition was held in the Malaya Gruzinskaya exhibition hall in May 1976. 
Titled after the number of the participants, Vystavka semi [The Exhibition of the Seven], it 
featured the ‘veterans’ of alternative art.284 While it was the opening exhibition of the venue, 
its selection was determined not by the desire to showcase any particular art styles or trends, 
but rather to include the artists who were the most ‘worthy’ of being on public display.285 The 
show featured the artists who were conventionally considered in this circle as being at the top 
of the alternative art hierarchy. Their inclusion in the very first show was a reflection, and 
further securing, of their rights of priority in respect to public displays.286 Ironically, they were 
not particularly interested in the nature of the publics they attracted and did not attempt to 
establish any dialogue with them. Indeed, the very few responses they received to the show 
came from viewers who expressed their dissatisfaction with what they saw and who described 
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themselves as being repulsed by the ‘excessive impetuosity’ and the ‘non-aesthetic 
abnormality’ of the expressionist pieces and the ‘dry symbolism’ of metaphysical works.287  
The next show, the First Review Exhibition, held in Gorkom in January - February 
1977, offered a completely different experience, however. The show featured 176 artist 
members of Gorkom and was accompanied not only by an invitation, but also by a catalogue, 
which was an important achievement for alternative art at that time.288 Unlike the previous 
case, the exhibition was open to all members. The disorderly display of a Soviet Salon-style 
exhibition presented viewers with a panorama of styles, which, while not all strictly Socialist 
Realism, could hardly be described as truly radical or rebellious, but satisfied the audience’s 
appetite for the ‘forbidden’ and was well attended and widely talked about.289 While being as 
close to the artists’ demands for a ‘no gatekeeper’ principle as the state structures would allow, 
ultimately it did not give them satisfaction, however.  
Firstly, the major issue with any review exhibition was that they simply could not 
include all the available works due to space limitations. Even if all the available space had been 
used for art display, the overloaded space would not do justice to any of the works included. 
Secondly, the uneven quality of the submitted works and the lack of stylistic or thematic 
differentiation did not satisfy many of the participants, since they claimed that being located 
next to ‘bad’ artworks unfavourably affected their own pieces.290 Although the review 
exhibitions remained one of the most common types of Soviet exhibition in general (especially 
in the Gorkom exhibition programme), the members of the union sought to find new 
approaches, as described below.  
The development of exhibitions in Gorkom in the subsequent three years can be divided 
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into four major categories. The first two, namely the aforementioned review exhibitions and 
solo shows, have the least interest for the current study. While the former maintained the style 
of Russian ‘kasha’ [porridge], mixing together all the possible styles and movements, the solo 
shows presented the most acclaimed artists who themselves selected the works for display and 
arranged them in the space. Two other types of shows which were developed in Gorkom from 
1978, however, offered more complex and elaborate exhibition principles. Here, I have chosen 
to define them as group shows and thematic shows. Both of these were an attempt further to 
develop the understanding of the gatekeeper’s role in an exhibition and to determine the criteria 
for selection. In the case of the group exhibitions, this was mostly based on the internal personal 
relationships among the artists, while in the case of the thematic shows, it took the form of an 
attempt to develop a certain concept or idea.  
The lack of a conceptual union between the members of the group shows is emphasised 
by their titles; such groups were often named after the number of participants, such as the 
Group of 20, the Group of 10, or the Group of 21+-. The exploration of the rationale behind 
the creation of the Group of 20, which became the most well-known collective within Gorkom, 
together with the principles of its functioning, provides an important case-study which is 
essential for further investigation of the development of exhibition making. Firstly, similar to 
other groupings emerging within Gorkom, the Group of 20 was an attempt to secure the artists’ 
place in the public view.291 As demonstrated by both the House of Culture show and the first 
Gorkom review exhibition, the huge scale of the displays made it almost impossible for viewers 
to notice and pay attention to all of the works included. Moreover, all of the best places were 
often given to the older and more acknowledged creators within the artistic community. By 
forming a relatively small group, the artists wanted to confront the privileged positions of the 
older generation and to ensure that all of them would get a place in a display.  Secondly, what 
arguably differentiated the Group of 20 from the others, and what became the centre of their 
activities, was their sociological approach and focus on the relationship between the artists and 
the viewers. This rested on their intent to appeal to a mass audience, often neglected in the 
preparation of the public displays. 
The group was formally established on 3 March 1978, when it held its first exhibition 
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on Malaya Gruzinskaya (Fig.1.15). The documentation from the show reveals the diversity of 
the creative languages of its members. The major role in bringing them together and forming 
the group was played by Nagapetian, who had already demonstrated his interest in being a 
gatekeeper at the House of Culture exhibition and who, having an ‘extraordinary commitment 
to success’, became the ‘godfather’ of the new artistic collective.292 A central part in the 
activities of the group was also played by Igor Snegur, an older artist who did not quite fit in 
the Group of Seven and thus joined a new, younger company.293 It was his idea for the group 
to find is distinctive nature in opposing the elitism and closeness of the older generation, and 
on the contrary, to become understandable and friendly to a general viewer.294 
Snegur claimed that the initial idea behind the first exhibition of the Group of 20 was 
to avoid the messiness and confusion of the large-scale shows by choosing one artist to 
represent one style or artistic language.295 The first show of the Group of 20, therefore, was an 
attempt at ‘ethnographic restoration’, which could offer a new solution to the conundrum of 
the selection principles.296 Moreover, it was based on an ambition to use the whole spectrum 
of ideas that existed outside the average Soviet perspective to allow as wide an audience as 
possible to become acquainted with them.297 As described in Talochkin’s diary, however, the 
selection of the group was far from being motivated by this criterion alone, and was still in 
practice dominated by the private relationships and personal sympathies of its members. 
Common views on how artists should exist as a social entity within a bigger organisation 
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prevailed over consideration of artistic perspectives.298  
Despite the apparent cacophony of styles, an examination of the group’s participants 
makes it possible to distinguish some aesthetic and thematic commonalities.299 First was the 
adherence of its members to figurative painting, with the emphasis not only on representations 
of nature and people, but also on a clear and engaging narrative. Secondly, many of the artists 
belonging to the group experimented with the style of surrealism. This tendency was 
characteristic of many of the group members but was most fully reflected in the works of such 
artists as Khudiakov, Sharov, Provorotov and Glyneva. It should be noted that, by the late 
1970s, surrealism had become identified by the general audience as experimental or 
‘forbidden’ art. This can be explained by the limited knowledge of contemporary art and by 
the fact that surrealism had clear visual references to reality and was thus easier to ‘read’, as 
compared to many art movements such as abstraction or conceptual art, which the average 
Soviet viewer often could not comprehend and preferred to ignore. Both of these elements, 
namely the aspiration to create a clear and engaging narration and a tendency towards 
surrealism, can be seen as reflecting the intention of the Group of 20 to get a wide recognition 
and to appeal to the general unspecialised audience. Talochkin compared their exhibitions to 
the shows of popular Soviet artist Ilya Glazunov, which always caused a sensation with long 
queues of visitors outside of exhibition halls.300 The Group of 20 exhibitions developed a sense 
of the viewer as a consumer, which secured them good attendance and attention.  
The superficiality of the Group of 20’s approach was later criticised by several 
researchers, however. As stated by Khan-Magomedov, members of the group aspired to 
address global problems but did so not through experimenting with artistic methods, but by 
using simple narration or associative stereotypes.301 Lobanova claimed that their shows were 
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quintessential examples of dukhovka and netlenka, humorous Russian terms used to signify too 
high-flown and grand-sounding art.302 One of the most critical accounts of the group was given 
by Andrei Erofeev, who claimed that such art was a ‘caricature of art of previous generations’, 
and argued that they ‘borrowed the tendency to a metaphysical style, but adjusted it to the taste 
of viewers, never aiming to solve any serious artistic problems’.303 
The functioning of the other emerging groups was governed by the same principles and 
they were likewise dominated by the desire to be seen, without serious consideration of the 
conceptual frameworks of their exhibitions. The coming together of the artists was therefore 
largely explained, not by their similar creative ideas, but simply by the belief that, being united, 
they would be more capable of standing up to others and winning their right to a public 
showcase. The membership of such groups was also not fixed, since many transitioned from 
one group to the other. The title of the Group of 21 +- was very illustrative in this case, as the 
‘+-’ indicated that the number of participants varied from show to show. 
Thematic shows, meanwhile, seemed to offer a different approach, based on conceptual 
unity rather than personal relations, but in the Soviet reality this was not always the case. The 
range of themes in Gorkom often mirrored the standard themes of any other Soviet art 
institutions, such as the Exhibition of Portraits (January–February, 1977), Journeys of Moscow 
Artists through the USSR (January–February 1977), 60 Years of Soviet Power (December, 
1977), Still Life, Landscape (September–October, 1978), Olympic Exhibition (July-August, 
1980), Russian Motives (September, 1980), and Space: Fantasy and Reality (April, 1981), to 
name a few. Nonetheless, despite having an announced topic, the shows still included such a 
wide range of styles and approaches that, without the title, the idea by which the works were 
meant to be united would be hardly distinguishable.304 One show which stands out from this 
range was Tsvet–Forma–Prostranstvo [Colour–Form–Space], 17-22 February 1979. It was at 
this exhibition that the new approach to curating started to crystallise. 
Unlike many of Gorkom’s thematic and group shows, this one had a clearly defined 
and narrow concept; it set out to investigate the development of the Soviet tradition of 
geometrical art. The proposal for the show was compiled by a small group of Gorkom artists, 
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with the active participation of abstract artist Mikhail Chernyshev, who ‘skilfully managed to 
jump ahead of the Group of 20 and to gain permission for a display’.305 The initial list of 
participants included eleven Gorkom artists, although for the purpose of achieving a more 
complete perspective on the theme, the organisers invited a number of conceptual artists 
(members of Gorkom who had previously often refrained from group exhibitions), as well as 
some members of MOSKh.306 The extended list of participants included such artists as Ilya 
Kabakov, Francisco Infante and Vyacheslav Koleichuk, who were members of the group 
Dvizhenie, and who were already well known, both within official art institutions and in self-
organised artistic circles. Their participation quickly transformed the initially small and hardly 
attractive exhibition into a major public event in which many wished to participate.307 As 
Talochkin described in his diary, it was for this reason that a number of artists, despite their 
weak connections to the geometrical tradition, decided to join, indeed insisting on their right 
to be included. Commenting on the absurdity of the debate which then evolved around why 
and how each of the proposed works would complement the initial idea, Talochkin wrote:  
Looking at what is happening now, I think even Odnoralov, who desperately 
wants to participate, but has absolutely no works to submit, can argue that 
any painting is geometrical, as any painting is executed on a rectangular 
canvas.308 
The special role of Nemukhin in this and many other of the Gorkom exhibitions should 
also be mentioned. Despite Talochkin’s claims that Nemukhin joined the project at a later stage, 
he possibly provided important input into the final outcome. Nemukhin remained the only 
chairman of Mestkom throughout the existence of Gorkom. As recalled by many of his 
contemporaries, he was genuinely invested in the assertion of the rights of Gorkom members, 
helping them with getting access to state-provided resources and materials, but he was also 
deeply involved in the exhibition-making process.309 His role in Colour–Form–Space remained 
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ambiguous, however. Talochkin continuously emphasised his authoritarian approach and his 
desire to promote his friends at the cost of neglecting others, while Erofeev pointed to his talent 
in organising the exhibitions, even in such unfavourable conditions as those that were found in 
Gorkom – with its variety of views, demands and ambitions. Regardless of the scale of 
Nemukhin’s or Chernyshev’s involvement in the development of the show, however, the 
exhibition still remained a collective endeavour which was guided by a desire for conceptual 
integrity; a relatively new factor in alternative art inclusion criteria, despite the fact that it 
remained impossible entirely to avoid the effect of the social and internal relationships among 
the artists.  
Despite all the controversy surrounding its creation, the exhibition offered a striking 
alternative to both the review shows and the shows of the Group of 20 and the like. Rakitin, a 
contributor to the exhibition catalogue, described his impressions of the show as follows:  
The halls of the City Committee of graphic artists usually known for the 
bustle of large eclectic exhibitions now seem unusually spacious and vast. 
What previously was a standard exhibition hall now looks like a fragment of 
some serious museum, which does not yet exist, but without doubt will soon 
appear. The artists did not try to overwhelm the viewers by complex subjects. 
The viewers’ gaze is not attacked by the intensity of colours. There are no 
overpowering visual illusions. Everything here is moderate. And we can see 
that such moderation was deliberate.310 
The very fact that the technical elements of an art object, such as colour, form and 
space, were put in the title of the show – replacing the usual references to a memorable Soviet 
date, activity or art genre – was already a strong gesture. It was an indication that, unlike the 
group shows, the organisers wanted the public to focus not on the straightforward narrative but 
on the means of artistic language. Moreover, as seen from the photographs of the event, the 
spatial arrangement of the works also reflected the novelty of the organisers’ approach. The 
majority of the review exhibitions and the group shows were dominated by wall-based works, 
while the whole floor space was used by the attendees. This was not the case in the Colour–
                                               
 
Voprosy Iskusstvoznaniia, №IX (2), 1996, p.26 and Erofeev, A. ‘Russkoe iskusstvo v vospominaniiakh 
khudozhnikov i svidetel’stvakhochevidtsev. [Russian art in recollections of artists and accounts of witnesses]’. 
Interview with I. Sobolev and O. Tselkov, Voprosy iskusstvoznaniia, №2, 1998, p.556. 
310 Tsvet–Forma–Prostranstvo [Colour–Form–Space], City Committee of Graphic Artists. Exhibition catalogue. 
February, 1976. Personal collection of G. Kiesewalter, p.3 
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Form–Space exhibition. Instead, the space of the hall was fractured by the inclusion of 
sculptures and kinetic objects hanging from the ceiling; for example, those by Koleichuk 
(Fig.1.16). Moreover, the understanding of the spatiality was challenged even by the paintings. 
For example, the cruciate structures of Boris Bich (Fig.1.17) and Ivan Chuikov’s landscapes, 
which juxtaposed their three-dimensionality with the flat surface of the canvas (Fig.1.18). 
The response to the exhibition, however, was far from positive. Art historian Galina 
Manevich recalled that it sparked a lot of anger amongst many MOSKh artists and art theorists, 
and that an average viewer was disappointed, to say the least.311 Attendance was minimal, and 
the show, despite satisfying the artists’ initial ambition for a public display, failed to change 
the patterns of communication between art and viewers. 312  
Since the moment of its foundation, the painting section of Gorkom continued the same 
debate initiated by the House of Culture show – that is, who constructs the canon of art and 
who is in charge of its reconsideration? It also introduced another dimension to the discussion 
of exhibition making, however, by asking not only how to get a work into a public display, but 
also how to make the audience like it. This question is closely related to the understanding of 
who the intended audience is and how they should be addressed. The juxtaposition of the shows 
of the Group of 20 and the Colour–Form–Space exhibition not only enables an investigation 
of the discussions around the authority to select works, but also touches on the important issue 
of public engagement. This issue of finding ways to pique the public’s interest and 
appreciation, or even of nurturing a new type of public for a new exhibition, is discussed further 
in the next chapters.  
The outcome of the period discussed in this chapter was the realisation of the need to 
change the existing approaches towards the way exhibitions were created. This period started 
in 1974, the year when alternative art vividly manifested its right to be in public view. It was 
the growing, but still-dubious, opportunities for public display, and the limited options 
provided in this regard by state institutions, which prompted the artists to reconsider their 
thinking about the process of selection for art displays. The heated discussions of who had a 
right to participate and why, and by whom this right was given, evolved around the Beekeeping 
                                               
 
311 Bekhtereva, L. [Manevich, G.] ‘Varianty otrazhenii. Ofotshial’naia zhizn’ neofitsial’nogo iskusstva [Variants 
of reflections. Official life of unofficial art]’, A-Ya, №7, 1985. 
312 Ibid.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
81  
and House of Culture exhibitions at VDNKh and various shows in Gorkom. The issues of 
inclusion, however, overshadowed interest in the art itself. The focus on permitting or 
prohibiting access to public display explains the comparison of the curatorial task during this 
period to that of a gatekeeper. 
Another important thread which started to emerge in this period was an interest in 
exhibition-goers, which can be traced back to the 1960s in relation to institutional exhibitions, 
but which was relatively new for artists previously preferring to work outside of official 
structures. Certain artworks included in the House of Culture exhibition, for example, 
challenged the notion of the Soviet viewer as a passive spectator of art. This interest was further 
developed by Gorkom, where aspiration for mass appeal was juxtaposed with attempts to 
develop some inner interest and conceptual ideas that might not be immediately engaging for 
the unprepared audience. The peculiarities of public participation and the negotiation of 
relations between art and its viewers thus becomes the central theme of Chapter 2. 
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Figure 1.2 The “headquarters” of the exhibition in the Beekeeping pavilion, VDNKh; Studio of 
Dmitry Plavinsky, February, 1975. Left to right:  P. Belenok, O. Kondaurov, V. Nemukhin, D. 
Plavinsky, V. Kalinin, L.Talochkin. Moscow. Author: Igor Palmin. Personal Archive of Igor Palmin. 
Figure 1.1 Discussion of the exhibition in the 
Beekeeping pavilion, VDNKh. City Committee of 
Graphic Artists (Gorkom). Left to right: A. Tiapushkin, 
I. Kabakov, V. Yankilevsky, February, 1975. Moscow 
Author: Igor Palmin. Personal Archive of Igor Palmin. 
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Figure 4.3 Installation of the exhibition in the Beekeeping pavilion, VDNKh. February, 1975. Moscow. Author: Igor 
Palmin. Personal Archive of Igor Palmin 
Figure 1.4 Installation of the exhibition in the 
Beekeeping pavilion, VDNKh. On the stairs: V. Serov 
and A. Kurkin. Holding the work: Talochkin and D. 
Plavinsky. February, 1975. Moscow. Author: Igor 
Palmin. Personal Archive of Igor Palmin. 
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Figure 6.6 De-installation of the exhibition in the Beekeeping pavilion, VDNKh. February, 1975. Moscow. Author: 
Igor Palmin. Personal Archive of Igor Palmin 
Figure 6.5 The Exhibition in the Beekeeping pavilion, VDNKh , 19 – 26 February, 1975 Moscow. Author: Igor Palmin. 
Personal Archive of Igor Palmin 
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Figure 1.7 Installation of the exhibition in House of Culture pavilion, VDNKh. Sergei Bordachev in the top 
gallery. September, 1975. Moscow: Author: Igor Palmin. Igor Palmin Archive, Garage Museum of 
Contemporary Art 
Figure 1.8 The exhibition in House of Culture pavilion, VDNKh. Main hall. 20 – 30 September, 1975. Moscow: Author: Igor 
Palmin. Personal Archive of Igor Palmin 
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Figure 1.9 Installation of the exhibition in House of 
Culture pavilion, VDNKh. L.Talochkin and T. Kolodzei. 
September, 1975. Moscow. Author: Igor Palmin 
Personal Archive of Igor Palmin 
Figure 1.10 Members of the hippie group Volosy 
[Hair] at the exhibition in House of Culture pavilion, 
VDNKh. L.Talochkin and T. Kolodzei. September, 
1975. Moscow. Author: Igor Palmin Personal Archive 
of Igor Palmin  
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Figure 1.11 The action of Gnezdo [Nest] group 
during the Exhibition of Moscow Artists, House of 
Culture, VDNKh, 20 September, 1975. Author: Igor 
Palmin Personal Archive of Igor Palmin 
Figure 1.12 Art group Gnezdo [Nest]. Kachaite 
krasny nasos [Fill in the Red Pump], shown at the 
Exhibition of Moscow Artists, House of Culture, 
VDNKh, 20 September, 1975. Author unknown. 
Personal archive of Vadim Zakharov 
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Figure 1.13 Art group Gnezdo [Nest]. 
Kommunikatsionnaia truba [Communication 
tube], shown at the Exhibition of Moscow Artists, 
House of Culture, VDNKh, 20 September, 1975. 
Author unknown. Personal archive of Vadim 
Zakharov 
Figure 1.14 Mikhail Roginsky, Leo Bruni. Pal’to Odnoralova [Odnoralov’s coat], shown at the Exhibition of Moscow Artists, 
House of Culture, VDNKh, 20 September, 1975. Author unknown. Multimedia Library of National Centre of Contemporary 
Art, Moscow, Russia 
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Figure 1.15 Installation of the First Exhibition of Group of 20. Gorkom grafikov, 06-20 March, 1978, 
Moscow.  Author: Igor Palmin Personal Archive of Igor Palmin 
Figure 1.16 Tsvet – Forma – Prostranstvo [Colour – Form – Space] exhibition. Gorkom grafikov. Right to left: 
V. Koleichuk, V. Nemukhin, T. Kolodzei and others. Kinetic objects by V. Koleichuk (front), paintings by Ivan 
Chuikov (back)., 17 – 28 February, 1979. Moscow. Author: Igor Palmin Personal Archive of Igor Palmin 
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Figure 1.17 Tsvet – Forma – Prostranstvo [Colour – Form – Space] exhibition. Gorkom grafikov. S. 
Boradachiov. Paintings by B. Bich (back), paintings by I. Chuikov (tight), kinetic objects by V. Koleichuk 
(front). 17 – 28 February, 1979. Moscow. Author: Igor Palmin Personal Archive of Igor Palmin 
 
Figure 1.18 Tsvet – Forma – Prostranstvo [Colour – Form – Space] exhibition. Gorkom grafikov. Left to right: 
V. Nemukhin, B. Bich, V. Koleichuk and L. Talochkin. Kinetic objects by V. Koleichuk (front), paintings by I. 
Chuikov (back). Gorkom grafikov, 17 – 28 February, 1979. Moscow. Author: Igor Palmin Personal Archive of 
Igor Palmin 
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Chapter 2 – Curator-impresario: 
Performance and Performativity in Soviet Art Institutions,  
1979–1986 
 
 
The Seventeenth Exhibition of Works of Young Moscow Artists, which opened on 26 
November 1986 in the Artist’s House on the central Moscow street of Kuznetsky Most, became 
one of the most discussed events held by the Artists’ Union. Despite taking place within the 
framework of the State organisation, the Youth section of the Moscow Artists’ Union, the 
exhibition had a number of unconventional features. The opening of the show, and the 
excitement it created, already distinguished it from the majority of the Union exhibitions. The 
archival images reflect the atmosphere of the show: a large queue gathered outside (Fig.2.1), 
and the exterior of the usually quiet and disciplined venue reflected the extravagance of the 
event which was taking place there. Initially the designers of the exhibition Ivan Lubennikov 
and Aleksander Skokan planned to create a number of outdoor constructions which would 
remind viewers of constructivist kiosks and stands, such as those created by Rodchenko and 
others in the beginning of the twentieth century (Fig2.2). 313 While the final outcome was not 
as ambitious the bold metal red and black structure attached to the entrance of the building still 
sparked the curiosity of passers-by (Fig.2.3). The windows on the first floor were purposefully 
left open to boost everyone’s interest.314  
On entering the halls, a viewer was faced with a “festive, playful and cheerful scene”.315 
The exhibition rooms were filled to the brim with artworks and people, making for an 
                                               
 
313 It was not their first collaborative project. In 1985 they designed the USSR section in the State Museum 
Auschwitz-Birkenau. In 1989 Lubennikov was involved in designing the V.V. Maiakovsky museum in 
Moscow. Diakonov, V. ‘Ivan Lubennikov: ostanovki i stantsii [Ivan Lubennikov: stops and stations]’, Art 
Guide, November, 23, 2011. 
314 It was an idea of one of the exhibition’s organisers, Yuri Nikich, to leave some of the windows on the first 
floor open in order to catch the attention of the passers-by. A similar rationale was also behind the installation of 
the outdoor sculpture.  
315 Yumatov, V. ‘Debiut s oslozhneniiami. Zametki o tvorchestve molodykh khudozhnikov [Debut with 
complications. Notes on the practice of young artists].’ Izvestiia, December, 24, 1986, p.3 
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overwhelming and frantic experience (Figs.2.5–2.6). Moreover, the style and the design of the 
display was far from conventional. The modular walls, usually used for the presentation of 
paintings and separation of the space, were substituted by temporary framework constructions 
(Fig. 2.3 and 2.7–2.10) meaning that the works hanging on them were visible to viewers from 
all sides and perspectives. This mode of presentation made even the most conventional pieces 
look rather experimental. The design of the exhibition created the atmosphere of an ongoing 
artistic experiment and a sense of belonging to this live creative process which could easily be 
imagined at a visit to an artist’s studio but was scarcely expected in a central Moscow gallery.316 
The excitement of the viewers did not decline over the course of the show and the same 
visitors returned over and over again, one day to see the renewed display, another day to listen 
to live bands, but most of all to spend time in what quickly became the most “popular 
destination for all the Moscow fashionable boys and girls”.317 The responses of the viewers, 
however, were rather ambiguous. ‘Mom, you don’t understand, I have to be here, history is 
being made here now’ – a young man passionately explained in a phone booth. ‘This is not 
acceptable, we have to demolish such youth’ – furiously commented someone else.318  ‘I am 
sure that half of the participants of the exhibition shall be sent to the mental institutions or held 
liable by Article 206 […] Apparently the organisers of the show are totally political 
illiterate’.319 To provoke such strong opinions was the major objective of the display, as I shall 
further demonstrate. What caused such controversy and who was responsible for this 
commotion, however? 
The exhibition was developed as an experimental project conducted by a group of young 
                                               
 
316 According to Nikich this was a deliberate intention of the organisers and designers of the exhibition. Nikich, 
G. Personal interview with the author, November, 2016. The importance of the framework constructions was 
pointed out in a number of reviews, see, for example: Skvortsova, E. ‘V zhivom obshchenii… [In a live 
discussion…]’. Sovetskaia Kultura, November, 27, 1986, p.2; Savostiuk, O. ‘Otkrytyi urok [Open lesson]’, 
Sovetskaia Kultura, December, 4, 1986, p.4; Yumatov, V. ‘Debiut s oslozhneniiami. Zametki o tvorchestve 
molodykh khudozhnikov [Debut with complications. Notes on the practice of young artists]’. Izvestiia, 
December, 24, 1986, p.3 
317 Nikich, G. Personal interview with the author, November, 2016. 
318 Both responses were quoted by Pravdin I.V. in MOSKh RSFSR. Minutes of discussion of the 17 Youth 
Exhibition. 4 January, 1987. RGALI, Fond 2943, Op.7. Ed.707 Unpublished, pp.8-9 
319 Entry in the visitors’ book of the show, as quoted in Kisun’ko, V. ‘Zametki s Moskovskoi khudozhestvennoi 
molodezhnoi vystavki [Notes from Moscow youth art exhibition]’, Sovetskaia Kultura, January, 1987 
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art theorists and sociologists working in the Institute of the Art Studies under the control of the 
Ministry of Culture.320 Its purpose was officially outlined as testing the effectiveness of the 
theoretical models developed within the wider sociological project and their potential for 
‘considerable activation of interest in contemporary Soviet visual art among a wide 
audience’.321 The organisers also saw it as an opportunity to introduce the alternative ideas into 
the state-sponsored display. The exhibition was, therefore, an experiment with forms of cultural 
mediation that was approved and conducted by Soviet state institutions.322  
While the inclusion of alternative artistic practices was key to the realisation of the 
exhibition’s goals its experimental nature was also informed by the ways how this art was 
communicated to viewers. As Section 2.3 discusses the modes and approaches towards art 
display which organisers developed allowed them to revitalise the exhibition’s potential to act 
as a tool for public address. This development was closely connected with the evolution of 
curatorial role. If previously the participating artists managed presentation and arrangement of 
the works themselves then in the case of the 17 Youth exhibition this task was mostly taken 
away from them by the non-artists organisers. They assumed the authority to determine not 
only what art would be seen, but also how it would be shown. The show exemplified the shift 
away from the gatekeeping role of a curator to that of an intermediary choreographing the 
contact between the artists and the viewers. As the exhibition organisers became involved in 
the process of ‘staging’ or ‘directing’ the exhibitions and ‘orchestrating’ viewers’ engagement 
with them, I define their role as curators-impresarios.323  
I propose that the distinguishing features of the 17 Youth exhibition were the ideas of 
performance and performativity introduced into the context of an art exhibition. These notions 
                                               
 
320 The group included Nikich, G., Dzhafarova, S., Degot, E., Levashov, V., Kurliantseva, E., Oleinik, E., 
Tolstoi, A., Dondurei, D., Iureneva, E., Meinland, V., Lavrova, I., Iumatov, V., Dreznina, V., Domogatskii, F., 
Davydova, O., Skazina, M. 
321 XVII Exhibition of Works of Young Moscow Artists. Thematic-Exposition Plan. 1987. Personal collection 
of Georgy Nikich, Unpublished, p.1 
322 The state organisations involved in the development of the project included: the Artists’ Union, MOSKh, the 
Youth section of MOSKh, the Ministry of Culture, the Institute of Art Studies, the Central Artists’ House of 
Artists and the Art Fund. 
323 This role can be compared to that performed by Russian impresario  of the early twentieth century Sergei 
Diaghilev. See. For example: Poesio, G. ‘Perpetuating the myth: Sergey Diaghilev and the Ballets Russes.’ 
Modernism/modernity, 18(1),2011, pp.167-173.  
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primarily speak to the change in the functions which exhibitions exercised, and the type of 
communication between the artworks and the viewers which they established.  As I shall 
further discuss, in the early 1980s, temporary exhibitions came to be understood less as static 
showcases of art, hardly different from a permanent museum display, and more as expressly 
temporary events similar to a theatre play or a performance. At the same time, their 
performative nature was reflected in the fact that the shows were not supposed to be viewed 
passively but to be interacted with. Thus, the viewers were also becoming the participants in 
the scenarios developed by the organisers.324  
The change in the approach towards negotiating the communication between art, artists 
and publics was noted in a number of retrospective accounts of the show. The 17 Youth 
exhibition was regarded as the moment of ‘the establishment of the institute of curation’ in 
Russia, the beginning of the new ‘heroic period’ of Soviet contemporary art325 and an important 
‘curatorial experiment’.326 However, these accounts regard the exhibition as only a reflection 
of the period of liberalisation inspired by Mikhail Gorbachev. For example, within the 
frameworks of a research exhibition, Insight. Scenes from Russian Art Life: 1986–1992, held 
in the Ekaterina Cultural Foundation in Moscow, the exhibition was positioned as the first 
manifestation of the policy of glasnost and perestroika proclaimed at the XXVII Congress of 
Communist Party earlier that year.327 In a series of interviews conducted on the occasion of the 
show by Russian art media-platform Art Uzel, many artists and art practitioners linked the ideas 
behind the exhibition with the new freedoms introduced by Gorbachev.328 This retrospective 
                                               
 
324 See: Bishop, C. Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship. Place of publication not 
identified: Verso, 2014, p.207-217 
325 ‘InSight. Scenes from Russian Art Life.’ Ekaterina Foundation, 2015. Available at:. http://www.ekaterina-
fondation.ru/eng/exhibitions/2015/insight/ 
326 Dondurei, D., Nikich, Y., Obukhova, A. ‘Why is the little badger no longer lazy? The breakthroughs and 
compromises of the 17th MOSKh exhibition of Works by Young Artists. Roundtable discussion. Garage 
Museum of Contemporary Art, Moscow. November, 29, 2016. Available at: Accessed December 12, 2016 
http://garagemca.org/en/event/why-is-the-little-badger-no-longer-lazy-the-breakthroughs-and-compromises-of-
the-17th-moskh-exhibition-of-works-by-young-artists 
327 ‘InSight. Scenes from Russian Art Life.’ Ekaterina Foundation, 2015. Available at: http://www.ekaterina-
fondation.ru/eng/exhibitions/2015/insight/ 
328 ‘InSight. ‘Scenes from Russian Art Life, 1986-1992.’ Interviews. 2015 Artuzel.com. available at: 
http://artuzel.com/content/v-pole-zreniya-episody-hudozhestvennoy-zhisni-1986-1992-0 
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approach can be misleading. Concurring with the aforementioned accounts on the importance 
of the show, I shall challenge the perception of the exhibition only as a product of Gorbachev 
liberalisation. Sections 2.1 and 2.2 discuss the social context of the production of the 17 Youth 
exhibition, focusing on its rootedness in Brezhnev era. 
A key element in putting together the 17 Youth exhibition was its status as a testing 
platform, alongside the fact that youth exhibitions were not as rigidly controlled as their 
‘grown-up’ counterparts.329 This allowed the organisers to introduce elements of alternative 
cultures while bypassing the Soviet rules on public art displays. It was a common practice in 
the period discussed in this chapter to operate different discourses in different spheres of social 
life and to overcome the official restrictions, not by openly breaking them, but rather by 
ignoring them.330 As Section 2.1 explains, this approach was reflected not only in the 17 Youth 
exhibition, but in a number of alternative art displays throughout the late 1970s and early 1980s, 
further blurring the distinctions between the state art institutions and the self-organised art 
structures which emerged outside of them. 
Section 2.2 demonstrates that the discussion of the need to develop new forms of public 
engagement, and thus, new forms of public display, was an on-going process preceding the 
creation of the show. It sprang up and quickly died away in the 1960s, but re-emerged in the 
late-1970s. I shall trace the interest in the use of art to influence public opinion through the 
publications of two major art periodicals, Iskusstvo [Art] and Dekorativnoe Iskusstvo 
[Decorative Art] and discuss how this debate informed the inception of the sociological project 
aimed at the investigation of the art-going public and eventually led to the creation of the 17 
Youth exhibition. 
 This analysis makes it possible to address the issues raised in the first research sub-
question and to track the continuity, not only of curatorial practice, but also of late Soviet 
cultural life. It also contributes to the ongoing revision of the Brezhnev era as not merely a time 
                                               
 
329 Orlova, M. Beregi kist’ s molodu [Honour the brush from a young age], Kommersant Vlast’, №50, 
December, 18, 2001, p.44 
330 Yurchak, A. Everything Was Forever, Until It Was No More: The Last Soviet Generation. Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2005, p. 132-139; Costanzo, S. ‘Amateur Theatres and Amateur Publics in the 
Russian Republic, 1958-71’, The Slavonic and East European Review, 86(2), 2008, pp.372-394, Fürst, J. ‘To 
drop or not to drop’ in Fürst, J. and McLellan, J. Dropping Out of Socialism: The Creation of Alternative 
Spheres in the Soviet Bloc, Lanham: Lexington Books, 2017, pp.1-20 
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of zastoi [stagnation], but also of a dynamic social life reflected in the active second economy, 
multiple zones of civic engagement, and participation in the global youth culture.331 
 
2.1 Alternative Practices in the State Art Institutions 
 
The 17 Youth exhibition was conceived of in January 1985, before Gorbachev came to 
power.332 While, undoubtedly, many of the project’s intentions became easier to realise due to 
the more liberal atmosphere in society, I shall demonstrate in this section that it cannot be said 
that they were directly triggered by perestroika. Instead, they came about as the result of 
processes that were happening both in artistic and wider social life in the preceding years.  
                                               
 
331 One of the earliest major efforts in revaluating the Brezhnev era was the edited volume Brezhnev 
reconsidered, in which Mark Sandle and John Gooding revealed a more nuanced picture of the period and 
highlighted the creativity that existed within the intellectual establishment. Sandle, M. ‘A Triumph of 
Ideological Hairdressing? Intellectual Life in the Brezhnev Era’ in Bacon, E. and Sandle, M. Brezhnev 
Reconsidered. London: Palgrave Macmillan UK, 2002, pp. 135-164 and Gooding, J, ‘The Roots of Perestroika’ 
in Bacon, E. and Sandle, M. Brezhnev Reconsidered. London: Palgrave Macmillan UK, 2002, pp. 188-202. In 
2013 Cashiers du Monde Russe produced two special issues devoted to the Brezhnev era, the second of which 
was devoted to the authorities’ sensitivity to the audiences.  Alexey Golubev, Olga Smolyak, Susan Costanzo, 
and Simon Huxtable demonstrated the space available for intellectual and creative search. Golubev, A. and 
Smolyak, O. ‘Making Selves through making things: Soviet do-it-yourself culture and practices of late Soviet 
subjectivation’. Cahiers Du Monde Russe, 54(3/4), 2013, pp.517-541; Costanzo, S. ‘Friends in Low Places: 
Russian amateur theaters and their sponsors, 1970-1983’, Cahiers Du Monde Russe, 54(3/4), 2013, pp. 565-588; 
Huxtable, S. ‘In search of the Soviet Reader: The Kosygin reforms, sociology, and changing concepts of Soviet 
society, 1964-1970’, Cahiers Du Monde Russe, 54(3/4), 2013, pp.623-642. Neringa Klumbyte and Gulnaz 
Sharafutdinova proposed to depart from the binaries of socialism/liberalism and instead focused on the everyday 
practices of late Soviet life, exploring the interplay between the agendas of institutions and citizens’ individual 
agencies. Klumbyte, N. and Sharafutdinova, G. (eds.) Soviet Society in the Era of Late Socialism, 1964-1985. 
Lanham: Lexington Books, 2013. More recently Dina Fainberg and Artem Kalinivsky brought together 
scholarship that challenges the applicability of the stagnation label with the aim of shaping a new historiography 
of the late Soviet period highlighting its nuances and transformations. Fainberg, D. and Kalinovsky, A. 
Reconsidering Stagnation in the Brezhnev Era: Ideology and Exchange. London: Lexington Books, 2017.  
332 As the previous section demonstrated, the discussions eventually leading to the exhibition had started before 
1985. According to Nikich, however, the proposal for the sociological research project was accepted in January 
1985. He claimed that some strategies for the exhibition had already been developed by that point. Nikich, G. 
Personal interview with the author, November, 2016. 
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Moreover we should not overestimate the influence of perestroika on the art world as it 
was not completely parallel to the transformation of society, and indeed lagged behind. The 
beginning of Gorbachev’s rule was still a very precarious time for many of the artists. A very 
vivid example of the atmosphere pervading during the first year of Gorbachev’s rule was the 
article ‘Rybki v mutnoi vode’ [‘Fish in murky water’] published in Sovetskaia Kultura on 5 
July 1986. The incentive for the article was the book Po materskim [To studios] produced by 
Georgii Kiesewalter and Vadim Zakharov, which was discovered in an Intourist hotel room 
occupied by American art dealer Phyllis Kind after her departure. Kind was part of a delegation 
of art professionals from Chicago who came to Moscow to get acquainted with the local art 
scene and to select works for an American art fair. The visit was facilitated by the Artists’ 
Union, which ‘warmly welcomed the guests’ and ‘selected a collection of works representing 
the diversity of trends and personas who defined the state of contemporary art in the USSR’.333 
As can be easily imagined, the Americans were scarcely interested in the Soviet ‘mainstream’ 
culture selected by the officials and insisted on conducting their own research ‘wandering in 
basements and attics, where they got hold of the manuscript’.334  
The book forgotten by Kind in the hotel was a compilation of interviews with 
contemporary Soviet artists.335 In addition, Kind and her colleagues received a print-out of a 
wider list of studios they were advised to visit, photographs of art objects and tape recordings 
of experimental music performances. The article provided an abrasive criticism of the artists 
mentioned in the book and the lists, many of whom, were at that moment preparing for the 17 
Youth exhibition. Calling them ‘political puppets’ of the bourgeois West, and referring to their 
creations as a ‘terrible violation of the feelings of the Soviet people’ it denied any connections 
between them and Soviet culture. Indeed, it argued that these practices could not be seen as art 
at all, but rather as ‘senseless exercises on the canvas and streams of words recorded on an 
                                               
 
333 Olshevsky, V. ‘Rybki v mutnoj vode [Fish in murky water]’. Sovetskaia Kultura. July, 5, 1986. 
334 Ibid. 
335 The book focused on the artists of the so-called MANI circle. MANI stands for Moscow Archive of New 
Art, a term introduced in the late 1970s by Andrey Monastyrsky (with participation from Lev Rubinstein and 
Nikita Alekseev) to designate the circle of Moscow Conceptualists. The volume put together by Kiesewalter and 
Zakharov was meant to provide a ‘synchronic overview of the art field’ and ‘support the relatively normal 
functioning of contemporary artistic life in Moscow’. Zakharov, V. & Kiesewalter, G. Po masterskim [To the 
studios], 1982-1983. Archive of the Garage Museum of Contemporary Art 
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audiotape’.336  
The publication caused much anxiety within artistic circles, especially among the artists 
of the older generation who had already experienced the tough consequences that could follow 
such public scrutiny. As Kiesewalter recalled, ‘some of the older colleagues almost started 
packing, getting ready to vacate state-provided studios, since many believed that this harsh 
criticism would not be easily forgotten’.337 This conflict, which evolved simultaneously with 
the negotiations on the 17 Youth exhibition and the remarkable similarity of the tone and 
arguments of the article to the responses of the Soviet press to the artworks included in the 
House of Culture exhibition in 1975 vividly demonstrate that the atmosphere and conditions in 
which the exhibition was developed were not as liberal and positive as may be assumed, if one 
were to judge purely by the dates of its opening.  
It would be equally misleading, however, to overestimate the degree and effects of state 
control. The Brezhnev era was characterised by the growing possibility for alternative cultures 
and lifestyles to bypass the existing laws and restrictions. The boundary between the 
‘permitted’, the ‘tolerated’ and the ‘forbidden’ was constantly crossed by the majority of the 
Soviet citizens, who were thereby elevating unsanctioned practices to the level of quasi-
‘normal’ behaviour.338 Listening to Western music on self-produced tape-recordings 
(magnitizdat) or reading and distributing samizdat, self-published and reproduced texts which 
otherwise would not be published by the official state institutions, became an inextricable part 
of the late Soviet everyday routine. As demonstrated by Yurchak, it was not uncommon for the 
same person to be a loyal Komsomol member and to enjoy the fruits of capitalist development, 
such as, for example, contraband jeans.339 
Such behaviour was not associated only with vulnerable youth but was rather 
characteristic of all levels of Soviet society. For example, it was not unusual for Soviet officials, 
from local elites to the most high-ranking members of the political establishment and their 
families, to be involved in the practice of blat, the system of informal contacts and personal 
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networks used to obtain the desired goods and services and, thus, actively to support the 
flourishing of the shadow economy.340  Moreover, the regime refrained from trying to stop 
people from engaging in such activities.341 On the contrary, they were so widespread and tacitly 
supported that the development of the automobile industry, for example, almost completely 
relied on the supply of black market car replacement parts.342  
Such double standards became the essence of the social schizophrenia, which is 
commonly attributed to the socio-anthropological type of the ‘common Soviet man’.343 The art 
of ‘doublespeak’, that is, an ability to operate different discourses in different realms, also 
became a major feature of curator-impresario role.344  This role was the product of ‘permitted’ 
or ‘tolerated’ art system which developed by the late 1970s. It was defined by Degot and 
Levashov as ‘a system of one-day exhibitions in tiny exhibition halls which only admitted the 
Artists’ Union members; a practice of individual artists connected both to the official creative 
union and the unofficial tradition; a form of creative existence of unofficial art and finally the 
large body of the so-called youth art’.345 What is important about such behaviour is that it was 
not necessarily an act of resistance. The alternative cultures did not oppose the existing rules 
imposed by the state, but rather bypassed them, preferring to ‘drop-out’ of the conventional 
Soviet patterns of behaviour.346 The examples of the exhibitions which I shall discuss here 
demonstrate that their organisers did not aim to overthrow the dominant regime and its cultural 
policies, but rather to find ways to use them for their own benefit. This required them to adopt 
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a tongue-in-cheek strategy of formally agreeing to the rules but informally subverting them.  
The Gorkom initially became a vivid example of artists escaping the restrictions of Soviet 
art and using the rules for their own benefit. According to the expectations of many, Gorkom 
was to become the alternative platform where artists, while using the advantages of working 
within an official creative union, could develop their not-so-official works.347 As was discussed 
in Chapter 1, however, the inner tensions and conflicts prevented the intended development of 
the institution, which quickly became an over-bureaucratised venue where multiple layers of 
control were further complicated by the obscure selection criteria imposed by the artists 
themselves. Moreover, one of the issues which emerged in relation to Gorkom activities was 
the necessity to find the most appropriate ways of engaging the audience. It was this issue 
which informed the development of curator-impresario role. 
The inability of Gorkom to live up to its expectations did not mean the termination of 
artistic attempts to adapt official institutions for their own needs, however. Another example 
of the co-existence of official state structures and not-so-official art shows was the functioning 
of two clubs, namely the Club of Sculptors and the Club of Art Theorists, which existed within 
the framework of the Artists’ Union.348 Despite their affiliation, both of these organisations 
managed to introduce unconventional experimental programmes. As sections of the union, they 
had access to its venues, and although they were not allowed to use exhibition halls on a long-
term basis, they could stage one-day events. The short duration of these shows allowed the 
organisers to bypass the Union committees, giving them the power to include any artist, as long 
as they were a member of the union.349 
The shows organised by these two clubs aimed to distance themselves from the 
bureaucracy of Gorkom and its mishmash of styles by introducing a different approach to the 
construction of exhibitions. As argued by the artist, art historian and active member of the Club 
of Art Theorists, Leonid Bazhanov, their exhibitions did not aim to replicate the union 
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exhibitions, with their academism and rigidity, by simply introducing more experimental 
pieces, as Gorkom did.350 Rather they aimed to develop the lively unscripted discussions 
characteristic of apartment displays, taking them to a new level and expanding them with the 
use of available resources, such as public halls or installation equipment. Simultaneously, the 
Club tried to introduce a more deliberate approach towards the selection of works, which would 
allow the creation of a clearer ‘scenario’, delivering a message to the viewers. As such, the 
clubs were located between two models of exhibitions making, namely the over-bureaucratised 
and static display of the Union shows and the uncontrolled and free-flowing apartment 
seminars. 
For example, in June 1984, the Club of Art Theorists held the exhibition On the 
controversies between meta-physics and conceptualists. The show aimed to present two major 
trends, or schools, which, dominated the alternative Moscow art scene at that time, presenting 
them in such a way that viewers would be able to see their interconnections, differences, 
common influences and varying aspirations.351 On the one hand, the exhibition formally 
satisfied the requirements of the Union, by including the artist-members and following the 
articulated aim of facilitating the development of younger artists by staging a one-night event 
which also did not contradict its principles. On the other hand, it went against the purpose of 
Soviet art institutions to use the exhibited art to facilitate the propaganda of communist values. 
While not openly provocative or anti-Soviet, the works exhibited departed significantly from 
the prescribed canon of Socialist Realism, as was clear already from the title of the show. The 
exhibition openly advocated and explored the diversity of art styles and individual 
expressions.352  Moreover, the show promoted the model of communication which still was a 
rarity for state-sponsored displays. It was performative in the sense that the discussion and 
communication around the exhibited works were equally important elements of the whole 
projects and contributed to the perception and understanding of what was on show. 
The development of the Club of Sculptors followed the same direction. The artists Dmitry 
Prigov and Boris Orlov, who joined the organisational committee of the Club in 1979, were 
the first to introduce an expanded understanding of sculptural practice into the context of Soviet 
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institutions.353 Although trained as sculptors, they approached their own work from a wider 
perspective, combining sculpture with painting, poetry and performance, and thus challenging 
the traditional Soviet separation by artistic medium. Under the umbrella of a meeting of 
sculptors they in fact staged contemporary poetry readings and performances.354 
One of the major drawbacks of such exhibitions, as pointed out by Bazhanov, was their 
low attendance and inability to reach a wide audience. While, formally, they took place in 
public venues, entry was often limited only to members of the Union or their guests, who had 
to be registered in advance. Compared to the activities of the Gorkom, therefore, their shows 
passed almost unnoticed. Since both the organisers and the artists aspired to expand their 
audience, however, it was in this context that the 17 Youth exhibition, 1986, came to be seen 
as an opportunity to continue the activities of the clubs but to open them up to a wider public.   
 
2.2 Strategies of Public Engagement in the Late Soviet Period 
 
The 17 Youth exhibition was the result not only of the greater openness of the state-run 
institutions to the alternative lifestyles and cultures, but also of the growing interest in the 
sociology of art and the study of public opinion. This interest was not a new concern and had 
a lengthy history prior to the 17 Youth exhibition. This section briefly traces the development 
of studies of art audiences, and the role this field of research played in the 1970s, and discusses 
how these debates shaped the exhibition.  
The study of the audience was an active field in the early Soviet period. In the 1920s, 
sophisticated sociological methods were developed to investigate the reactions of cinema and 
theatre goers or readers of Soviet literature.355 In the art field, the collection of public opinion 
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was exercised through the institution of the visitors’ books.356 However, while during the 1920s 
visitors’ books had the function of providing genuine sociological information on visitors’ 
reactions, in the 1930s they had turned into a merely symbolic pseudo-democratic practice.357 
References to the visitors’ comments in the press became a ‘ritualized performance’ as the 
responses were carefully selected to back certain cultural views.358 
Khrushchev’s Thaw signalled the revival of the interest in sociological research. For 
example, the Institute of Public Opinion was opened in 1960 by Boris Grushin.359 In the art 
world, such interest resulted in the revival of systematic analyses of visitors’ comments, which 
had already begun by at least 1961.360 The infamous Manege exhibition, and the study of its 
visitors’ books, vividly showed the diverse ‘public taste’ and the willingness of people to 
express it.361 The criticism this show attracted, however, led to a slowing down of the process 
of cultural and social liberalisation as well as of the further development of scientific methods 
of audience research.  
Interest in the audiences re-emerged with renewed vigour in the late 1970s, however, 
                                               
 
1999; Youngblood, D. J. Soviet Cinema in the Silent Era: 1918-1935. Austin,Tex.: University of Texas Press, 
1991 
356 Plamper, J. The Stalin Cult: A Study in the Alchemy of Power. New Haven.: Yale University Press, 2012, 
p.205 
357 Ibid. p.213 
358 Reid. S.E. ‘In the Name of the People: The Manege Affair Revisited’, Kritika. Explorations in Russian and 
Eurasian History, №6(4), September, 2005, pp. 673-716. For more on the study of public opinion in the Stalin 
period see, for example: Brooks, J.  Thank You, Comrade Stalin! Soviet Public Culture from Revolution to Cold 
War, Princeton, NJ: Princeton university Press, 2000, p. 16; Fitzpatrick, S. Everyday Stalinism: Ordinary Life in 
Extraordinary Times. Soviet Russia in the 1930s, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999; Davies, S, Popular 
Opinion in Stalin’s Russia: Terror, Propaganda, and Dissent, 1934–1941, Cambridge: Cambridge university 
Press, 1997; and Lenoe, M. E. Closer to the Masses: Stalinist Culture, Social Revolution, and Soviet 
Newspapers, Cambridge, MA: Harvard university Press, 2004. 
359 Grushin, B. ‘Institut obshchestvennogo mneniia Komsomol’skoi Pravdy [Institute of public opinion of 
Komsomolkaia Pravda]’, Monitoring obshchestvennogo mneniia: ekonomicheskie i sotsial’nye peremeny, 2003, 
p.1 
360 See also, for example, ‘Vsesoiuznaia khudozhestvennaia vystavka 1961 goda: Slovo imeet zritel [ All-Union 
art exhibition of 1961: Word to a viewer]’, Iskusstvo, № 4, 1962, pp. 29–37.  
361 Reid. S.E. ‘In the Name of the People: The Manege Affair Revisited’, Kritika. Explorations in Russian and 
Eurasian History, №6(4), September, 2005, pp. 673-716.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
104  
influenced by decreasing attendance at Soviet art exhibitions. Despite the undeniable variety 
of public views, the Soviet art critics continued to refer to some idealised viewer neglecting 
the real responses to art.362 Neither were the tastes and needs of particular viewers considered 
in the course of the preparation of the shows. The majority of the union exhibitions were 
becoming ever less popular among the Soviet viewers, increasingly populated mainly by school 
pupils or working collectives.363 The exhibition, once regarded as a major tool of public 
address, was rapidly losing its potency. The efficacy of the Artists’ Union and the techniques 
of public display it used were therefore increasingly questioned.  
The necessity to revise the forms of public address was evident not only in relation to art 
displays. Alexei Golubev, for example, vividly demonstrated the change in the public 
engagement mechanisms in relation to popular science lectures.364 As more knowledge was 
available and audiences were becoming more educated and, thus, more ‘complicated’, they 
required new ways of knowledge communication and new types of relationships between 
lecturers and listeners. The format of the popular science lecture in the mid-1970s accordingly 
shifted to more ‘performative’ forms of presentation. 
How, then, was the interest in viewers and re-thinking possible means of public address 
reflected in the artworld and, in particular, in the approach within the state-run institutions to 
the presentation of art? As with the science lectures, the issue of performativity became the 
central focus in the discussion about new means to increase the impact and the outreach of art 
shows. Already in the late 1970s, Iskusstvo [Art] magazine, the major Soviet art periodical and 
the mouthpiece of the Artists’ Union, has produced a number of articles devoted to the need 
for a reconsideration of the relationship between art and its audience. For example, in 
September 1975, the Estonian sociologist V.I. Laidmiae published a study of the visitors to art 
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exhibitions in 13 towns of the Estonian Soviet Republic.365 The project drew on earlier 
interviews conducted with Estonian exhibition-goers in 1972. The new study, however, did not 
aim to construct a demographic image of the visitors but sought to analyse the ways in which 
they interacted with art. It explored the genres of art which received the most interest among 
the visitors, and also the formats of presentations which managed to get the most attention, in 
order to propose methods to revitalise displays.  
A year later, in an article entitled ‘Iskusstvo kontakta’ [‘Art of contact’], the art historian 
Anatoly Kantor pointed to the abundance of shows that had no clear aim except to display ‘art 
that is pleasant to pass by’.366 According to him, the majority of Soviet exhibitions consisted 
of ‘colourful paintings, at which one does not need to take a close look’, but which are used 
‘as inevitable filling of the walls’. Kantor saw the problem of the audience’s disengagement, 
however, as lying not so much in the quality of art, but rather in the modes of its presentation. 
The task of the Artists’ Union was, thus, to ‘find new forms for the viewers’ familiarisation 
with cultural developments’. One of the solutions proposed by Kantor was to emphasise the 
temporary nature of an exhibition rather than aim to replicate the seriousness of the permanent 
collection presentations. He argued that displays produced especially for certain occasions with 
particular viewers in mind, or even with the active participation of the viewers, would be much 
more successful in arousing visitors’ interest. Kantor used the metaphor of a theatre production 
as a potential model for establishing new ways of communication. 
This metaphor of an exhibition as a theatre became a common reference in the debates 
about exhibition formats that unfolded in the following years. The discussion which started in 
the late 1970s continued into the early 1980s, when the exhibition’s ability to address the 
audience became the focus of the attention of a group of art theorists, artists and sociologists 
associated with Dekorativnoe iskusstvo [Decorative art]367 magazine. Out of all of the official 
Soviet art publications, DI was the most liberal and, despite its title, did not limit itself to a 
narrow definition of ‘decorative art’ but raised all aspects of art theory and practice, often 
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favouring more marginal art to Soviet ‘mainstream’ art.368 In the period under discussion, the 
magazine was known as a platform for communication which, despite being subject to Soviet 
regulations and control, still managed to develop some degree of novelty. It was the members 
of this circle who eventually became the organisers of the 17 Youth exhibition.  
DI’s calls to reconsider the existing system of exhibition-making can be traced back to 
an article by one of the initiators of the 17 Youth exhibition sociologist Daniil Dondurei entitled 
‘Dlia kogo vystavki?’ [‘Who are exhibitions for?’] published in the section Opinions, views, 
debates in November 1984.369 The article argued that the major problem of state art institutions 
consisted in the fact that they failed to recognise who their audience was. Dondurei criticised 
the system for being centred on artists and their inner bureaucracy but closed off from criticism 
and opinions, either of other art specialists, such as art historians and critics, or potential 
viewers. It was the detachment of art exhibitions from the rest of social life that became the 
focus of criticism from Dondurei and other contributors to DI. The sequence of obligatory 
events, such as exhibition committee meetings, installation, vernissage and de-installation three 
weeks later, which Dondurei labeled a ‘planned-optimistic exhibition marathon’, would take 
place regardless of what the audience’s reaction was.370 Similar to Kantor, Dondurei claimed 
that the exhibition organisers should adopt the working principles of theatre directors, 
animating the displays with diverse cultural programmes, using the most innovative audio and 
visual techniques, initiating a well-organised promotion of Soviet art on television and 
gradually involving viewers into the spectrum of urgent artistic questions and concerns.  
The article provoked a number of reactions and further discussion in the magazine about 
the state of contemporary Soviet exhibitions, all of which concluded that the prevailing 
principles of distribution of art and its presentation to Soviet audiences were ineffective. The 
proposed solutions to the problem expressed in DI between 1984 and 1986 can be roughly 
summarised as falling into two main camps. Firstly, a number of contributors argued for the 
‘performativity’ of an art exhibition. In order to successfully reach the audience, as they 
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suggested, the works were not to be just passively displayed, but presented in an active and 
engaging manner. An exhibition should be a place, where ‘art occurs’, where ‘nothing is yet 
settled, everything is on the surface’, where ‘misunderstandings, often uncontrolled and 
unreasonable appreciation or dislikes’ are welcomed and where ‘anyone could jump out with 
their opinion’.371 
 A number of successful steps already taken in this direction were pointed out. For 
example, in May 1986 the magazine organised a panel discussion on new means of facilitating 
viewers’ contact with art, and the role of the Artists’ Union in this.372 The organisers pointed 
to the success of lectures and presentations in establishing a dialogue with the viewers, as 
compared with the long-lasting exhibitions. One such event, for example, was the graphic and 
painting symposium organised annually since 1980 by the local branch of the Artists’ Union 
in Krasnodar. No conventional art shows took place but instead artists presented their works in 
person at factories or local art clubs. The panel also referred to such examples as workshops 
organised at a metal factory in the Terdolzhsky district in Georgia by artists working with 
metal, or a workshop on wooden sculpture held at a woodworking factory in Frunza. As argued 
by the participants of the discussion, the efficacy of this approach was meant to be further 
complemented by the better recognition of the targeted groups of audiences, acknowledgement 
of their diversity and thus the tailoring of the events to respond to their specific demands.373 
Secondly, the improvement of the exhibition system required reconsideration of the 
artists’ position within it, and a shifting of the focus of the exhibition process from artists and 
their inner bureaucracy towards the viewers.374 When asked about the reasons for participating 
in a public display, many of the questioned artists answered: ‘in order to look at ourselves from 
the side’, ‘to see how our works look next to the others’ or just ‘for the sake of being exhibited’, 
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thus completely neglecting their interaction with viewers.375 Moreover, as pointed out by a 
reader, Torkhovskoi, who identified himself as an engineer but who also happened to be an 
avid lover and collector of Soviet art, the existing means of communication between artists and 
viewers, namely the discussions traditionally organised for art shows, were very unwelcoming 
for an unprofessional audience due to the overpowering use of specialist references and jargon, 
making it evident that in practice they were primarily aimed at the participants of the 
exhibitions themselves.376 
The unwillingness of artists to take into account viewers’ opinions and responses was 
explained by the imperfections of the Soviet art system. As pointed out at the next roundtable 
discussion organised in 1984, Soviet museums were already filled with art beyond their 
capacity, and new works were likely to go straight to storage and rarely, if ever, appear on 
public display again.377 The life span of an art work often ended at the very first exhibition at 
which it was displayed and from which it was acquired and sent to one of the museum store-
rooms.378 A temporary exhibition was often the only opportunity for artists to see their works 
in museum settings and, thus, was not perceived as an ‘occasion to communicate’ but as a 
‘temple to pray and contemplate’.379   
One of the central issues which dominated all of these discussions was concerned with 
the question of who should be responsible for overcoming the existing issues and developing 
new ‘performative’ forms of display that would engage wider audiences. The 17 Youth 
exhibition was offered as one of the possible solutions since it was the first to introduce the 
role of an exhibition ‘director’.380 
                                               
 
375 Quoted in Dondurei, D. ‘Zhizn’ posle vystavki [Life after an exhibition]’, Dekorativnoe Iskusstvo, №10, 
1985, pp.44-47 
376 Torkhovskoi, V. ‘Iskusstvo ne dlia iskusstva. Pis’mo v redaktsiiu [Art not for art’s sake. A letter to the 
editors]’, Dekorativnoe Iskusstvo, №8, 1985, p.43 
377 Krugly stol “DI SSSR”. Deistvennost’ iskusstva – rezervy effektivnosti [Round table “DI USSR”. Influence 
of art – reserves of efficiency], Dekorativnoe Iskusstvo, №7, 1986, pp. 12-15 
378 Yumatov, V. Vystavka v kontekste iskusstva [Exhibition in art context], Dekorativnoe Iskusstvo, №12 (337), 
1985, pp.31-33 
379 Nevler, L. and Iakimovich, A. ‘Iskusstvoznanie i “iskusstvografia” [Art stadies and art-ography]’, 
Dekorativnoe Iskusstvo, №8, 1985, p.41-42 
380 Dondurei, D. ‘Dlia kogo vystavki? [Who are exhibitions for?]’, Dekorativnoe Iskusstvo, №11, 1984, pp.27-
35. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
109  
 
2.3 The Seventeenth Exhibition of Works of Young Artists of Moscow, November – 
December 1986 
 
The 17 Youth exhibition was both an ‘official’ experimental project aimed at increasing 
the popularity of the Soviet art and an ‘unofficial’ attempt to facilitate the development of 
alternative art through the use of state resources. It was therefore based on using the tongue-
in-cheek strategy of finding the loopholes in the existing regulations and the organiser’s talent 
in getting around the rigid restrictions while ostensibly conforming with them. The current 
section discusses the mechanisms of the creation of this exhibition and investigates whether 
the organisers managed to depart from previously existing modes of mediation of culture. 
The exhibition was, in fact, only a small element of the wider research project initiated 
by Dondurei and art historian Georgy Nikich, also a member of the Institute of Art Studies. It 
was they who put together a group of researchers and developed a proposal for a scientific 
investigation of the patterns of behaviour and tastes of the art-going public. The official 
objective of the project was to produce a set of exhibitionary methods that would be proposed 
for implementation by the Artists’ Union.381 Its unofficial, but arguably most important, goal 
was to allow the organisers to use state means for their own needs.  
Initially the representatives of the Union suggested that the organisers use the semi-
annual exhibition of the ‘grown-up’ section.382 The organisers, however, preferred the youth 
section due to its less pronounced control and greater flexibility.383 The blurred lines of 
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responsibility and the lack of a clear understanding of the jurisdiction under which the 
exhibition was taking place were the major factors that made its realisation possible.384 A 
similar argument can be extended to the cultural programme – the most controversial element 
of the show – which was not listed as officially part of the exhibition display and, thus, did not 
have to be approved by supervising committees, allowing it to become yet another tool to bring 
innovations which otherwise would not be permitted.  
A year before the actual exhibition, the research group produced an analytical review of 
‘some issues of exhibition making in capitalist countries’.385 On the basis of 40 foreign 
publications they analysed successful international shows and discussed the possibility of 
transferring the most relevant developments into the Soviet context. In addition, they conducted 
three rounds of interviews with various focus groups and asked a range of questions.  
The first series of interviews was aimed at discovering the ‘social portrait of an exhibition 
visitor’.386 It was carried out in eleven Soviet cities, where visitors to 27 different exhibitions 
were invited to participate. Their occupations, ages, hobbies and other personal details were to 
be collated, alongside their interests in art, reasons for coming to the show, types of show they 
enjoyed the most and their personal criteria for appraisal. The second round involved art 
professionals, established and emerging artists, directors of exhibition halls, art historians and 
critics.387 A total of 39 interviews took place, which were directed towards analyses of the 
existing exhibition mechanisms and forms, ways of funding, availability of equipment, the 
quality of the exhibition halls, efficiency of planning principles, and more importantly, 
differences in levels of satisfaction and ideas about the way exhibitions should be organised 
among different categories of art practitioners. Lastly, the third round, including 30 interviews, 
aimed at exploring the shaping of interest in contemporary Soviet art and discovering the 
correlation between individual sets of values and perceptions of works of art.388 The 17 Youth 
exhibition was presented as the conclusion of this research which would implement all the 
findings of the research group and test the effectiveness of their approach.  
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The question which was at the core of its organisation, was: “Who should be in charge 
of the exhibition’s creation and development?” Since the exhibition was intended to become 
more open towards the audience, and more inclusive, Dondurei suggested that the task of 
organising it should be taken away from the artists, since they were usually concerned with 
their own work rather than the ‘whole choir’, and saw exhibitions only as an extension of their 
own practice. The proposed alternative was to engage art critics with this task which would 
facilitate the further development of art criticism and would make it possible to create an 
exhibition ‘scenario’, or a guidance into the artists’ work.389 This would mean that the 
organisers were not relegated to addressing the viewers ‘over the artists’ shoulders’, potentially 
distorting their original message, but free them to create the most professional conditions for 
the optimal contact between the viewers and the art.390 Dondurei continues this argument by 
suggesting that it is the advancement of art critical studies which should produce the ‘not-yet-
existing “director” of the show’.391 The 17 Youth exhibition was, therefore, an experiment 
aimed at assessing the potential of such an approach. 
In many respects, the final outcome was no different from many other Union exhibitions. 
The show included almost 800 works by nearly 600 artists which were selected and approved 
by an appointed exhibition committee as per traditional Soviet regulations.392 According to the 
Soviet rules of exhibition making, the works were arranged on display following the pattern of 
the sections of the Artists’ Union, such as painting, sculpture, graphics or applied arts. Even 
when following these common principles, however, the exhibition managed to introduce some 
important changes, both in the approach towards selection, which differed from that discussed 
in Chapter 1, and the understanding of the role of the viewer, which had been almost completely 
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ignored during the preparation of the House of Culture exhibition. 
The selection was made by the exhibition committee in two rounds. In the first one, the 
committee consisted of organisers of the show. Prior to the selection process, they visited a 
number of artists, such as those based on Furmanny Lane, one of the most dynamic locations 
for alternative art at the time, explaining the concept of the exhibition and its aims.393 While 
discussing the works prior to the exhibition was a normal practice, the reason for the visits in 
this case was to inform the artists of the experimental nature of the show and to encourage them 
to submit the works that they would otherwise not dare to suggest for an average exhibition 
committee. Moreover, unlike in the traditional Soviet system, the discussion of the committee 
was open to those whose works were considered to make the intentions, views and decisions 
of the organisers transparent to the participants (Figs. 2.11–2.12).394 Such transparency can be 
regarded as a way to overcome the discord that had surrounded the selection process for the 
House of Culture show, and the accusation of bias based on personal relations.  
 The most heated discussion revolved around Sergei Shutov’s oil painting Barsuchionok 
bol’she ne lenitsia [A little badger is not lazy anymore], which, alongside its expressive and 
unconventional style, was also proposed to be displayed in a fur frame (Fig.2.13).395 Nikich 
describes the moment when the work was voted for in the following terms: 
When we saw the work and raised our hands voting for its inclusion in the 
show, we could not comprehend that it was really happening. Everyone was 
looking around in disbelief and excitement.396 
The initial selection, however, had to be revised by the second round of the presidium of 
the exhibition committee, which consisted of members of MOSKh and the Artists’ Union. This 
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second round was aimed at eliminating provocative works, such as those including nudity or 
anti-Soviet connotations. There are no records documenting which works were taken out of the 
exhibition, however, as Dondurei and Nikich recalled their number was insignificant.397 
The major goal pursued through the selection was to bring together a wide range of works 
that would provide insights into the diversity of the existing trends within emerging Soviet 
art.398 This aim was also supposed to determine the arrangement of the works in the space, 
where the transitions between the sections exhibiting different artistic media were meant to 
become smoother and more logical. Traditionally, the works on display were grouped 
following the visual criteria only, following the principles of ‘colour coordination’ and size, so 
they can ‘hold the wall’, not ‘stand out’ and not ‘absorb their neighbours’.399 Instead, the 
display of the 17 Youth exhibition was meant to follow some conceptual principles aimed at 
communicating a clearer message to the viewers.400 For example, the section of painting 
located in the central hall was meant to be arranged following certain thematic threads, or 
‘conceptual joints’, identified by the organisers in the Thematic Expositional Plan of the 
exhibition.401 The themes which they outlined included ‘tradition of the so-called Moscow 
school of painting’, ‘followers of the photo-method’, ‘artists gravitating towards social themes’ 
or ‘naturalistic-materialistic salon style oriented towards “museum” art’.402 Another potential 
section was ‘expressly experimental’ works, which, as explained in the plan, would lose their 
‘forbidden’ aura when accompanied by the relevant art critical explications. Moreover, a 
separate section was given over to ‘singular’ artworks that could not be connected to any of 
the indicated themes. The arrangements of sculptural works exhibited in the same hall, as well 
as the presentation in the following halls devoted to graphic art, stage design, theatre costumes 
and decorative art, were planned to follow the same principles.403 
                                               
 
397 Dondurei, D. Personal interview with the author, November, 2016; and Nikich. G. Personal interview with 
the author, November, 2016 
398 Pravdin I.V. in MOSKh RSFSR. Minutes of discussion of the 17 Youth Exhibition. 4 January, 1987. RGALI, 
Fond 2943, Op.7. Ed.707, p.10 
399 Dondurei, D. Personal interview with the author, November, 2016 
400 Ibid.  
401 XVII Exhibition of Works of Young Moscow Artists. Thematic-Exposition Plan. 1987. Personal collection 
of Georgy Nikich, Unpublished, p.4 
402 Ibid. 
403 Ibid., p.5-6 
 
 
 
 
 
 
114  
The main exhibition halls were also planned to be preceded by a series of rooms whose 
major objective was to introduce the viewers to the exhibition, facilitating their engagement 
with the works and their critical perception. As outlined in the Plan: 
Entrance hall […] can be defined as a meeting place for friends and a space 
for preparatory information [on the history of the Artist’s House and Youth 
exhibitions]. […] Here the active familiarisation with the space starts and 
recognition of oneself as a part of the young Moscow art scene. 
The next hall is the first introductory hall. […] This hall is purely 
experimental, art theoretical, since here, using the example of one or several 
genres of contemporary art (for example, still life), we will demonstrate an 
extensive process of how an object is studied by artists and is understood by 
artists working in different tendencies. 
The second introductory hall […] is a spacious corridor on both sides of 
which will be separate, but unified sections. Each of them will reproduce the 
workplaces of different art professionals (painter, sculptor, graphic artists, 
artists of theatre and cinema, professionals of applied art, art critic). This will 
recreate the atmosphere of art production making it more transparent to the 
viewers.404 
The last hall was supposed to conclude the development of the art critical narrative 
throughout the exhibition and was planned to be given to the display of art theorists’ ideas, 
expositional plans, research and the documentations of conferences and events organised by 
the Club of Young Art Theorists since the late 1970s.405 
Not all of those ideas were realised, however. While some thematic arrangement, as 
outlined in the plan, can be traced in the section on painting, it was hardly noticeable in relation 
to other art mediums. Moreover, it remains unclear whether the introductory and concluding 
rooms were realised as suggested in the plan. Even if they were, however, their role was 
neglected in all the accounts of the show in favour of the discussion of the main art display and 
supporting events. 
The exhibition design was another of the organisers’ innovations that had much more 
resonance and was arguably more effective in creating the desired sense of involvement and 
belonging to the artistic life, namely the exhibition design. The major concept behind 
Lubennikov and Skokan’s idea reflected the overall aim of the project and sought to challenge 
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the rigidity of a museum display. The framework constructions and the maze-like layout of the 
show created an atmosphere of an ongoing art process, making viewers participants. While it 
was still very different from the spaces of unscripted behaviour constructed by Lissitsky in the 
1920s, it was a step away from the spaces of indoctrination and the temple-like atmosphere of 
Soviet institutions. The temporary nature of the exhibition, and its continuous development and 
fluidity, were meant to be further supported by the collective work My za mir! [We are for 
peace]. This was set to be created throughout the duration of the show in front of the visitor’s 
eyes. While the work is mentioned in the discussion of the exhibition in press, I could not, 
however, find any photographic evidence of its creation or further confirmation that the piece 
was completed.406  
Some of the works in the show attracted a lot of attention, contributing to the overall idea 
of activating the viewers. The most controversial section was that of painting.407 Apart from 
the abovementioned work by Shutov, it also included a conceptual work by a young Moscow 
artist, Yuri Albert, (Fig. 2.14). On what might seem to be a failed canvas painted over with a 
whitewash, the author wrote: ‘A crisis has entered my work. I am confused, perplexed and 
don’t know what to do now’. The date, 1983, and the signature were where they should have 
been, in the bottom right corner. This direct and honest address to a viewer provoked a lot of 
attention. It soon became surrounded by all sorts of comments and advice to the author from 
the exhibition visitors, ranging from encouraging him to have some vodka to suggesting he 
should stop clowning about and start making real art.408 
Arguably, what became the major achievement of the show, however, was its 
acknowledgement of the diversity and heterogeneity of the art-going public, expressed through 
the special programme of events developed to support the main display. Running almost daily 
throughout the duration of the show it contributed to the popularity of the show and eventually 
led to its closure earlier than originally scheduled, as the organisers could not manage the influx 
of visitors.409  
The existence of a supporting cultural programme was not new for Soviet art institutions, 
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since events such as discussions or meetings with the artists were frequently organised during 
the course of many Union exhibitions. The nature of the events at the 17 Youth exhibition, 
however, was significantly different to that of its predecessors. The concept for the cultural 
programme was developed when Nikich suggested reserving a dark walk-through room for 
special projects and entitled it Laboratoriia [Laboratory].410 The name reflected its 
experimental nature, and Laboratoriia quickly became the heart of the whole show. The works 
displayed there were formally not included in the main project and, thus, did not have to be 
listed and approved by the examining commissions. This allowed the organisers more freedom 
and flexibility. For example, it hosted the exhibition Moskovskaia abstraktsiia 1950–1960 
[Moscow abstraction 1950–1960], curated by Andrei Erofeev, which was one of the earliest 
attempts to reflect on this tendency in Soviet art (Fig.2.15); also, there was an exhibition of 
contemporary Leningrad artists who were not otherwise permitted to exhibit at the shows of 
the Moscow branch (Figs. 2.16–2.17) and a solo exhibition of Sergei Shutov which allowed 
him to expand on the presentation of his works, offering an alternative to the ways works were 
presented in the major display of this exhibition (Fig.2.18–2.19).411  
The cultural programme extended outside of the Laboratoriia to the events organised in 
the Large Hall, Small Hall and Cinema Hall of the Artist’s House, and the Hall of the Central 
Artists’ House on Krymsky Val. The events held there included a number of cinema viewings, 
discussions of the issues facing contemporary art, debates on the content and presentation of 
the 17 Youth exhibition, fashion shows, theatre presentations and music performances 
including rock, jazz and arrangements of contemporary composers.412 The diversity of 
practices included made the exhibition one of the first multidisciplinary projects to transcend 
the boundaries of visual art, as well as the conventional divisions of the Union, and put visual 
art into a wider cultural context.413  
The type of exhibitions and events developed within the framework of the project were 
similar to those offered by the mentioned Clubs earlier in the 1980s. It was continuation of the 
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same activities ‘taken to the new level’.414 By inclusion of such events the organisers tested the 
limits of the official exhibition venue and the possibility to transfer performative art shows, 
where the live communication and active participation constituted an inextricable part, to the 
mainstream Soviet venue. All the events were well attended, attracting between 180 and 300 
visitors.415 The crowd gathering there was indeed quite diverse. There were those who can 
easily be described as ‘normal’ Soviet citizens, but there were also a lot of youngsters, often 
dressed quite provocatively, who possibly belonged to one of the many rapidly developing 
youth movements.416  
The most popular event was an evening of concerts of rock music held in the Central 
Artists’ House. It featured such rock bands as Zvuki Mu (with Petr Mamonov), Akvarium (with 
Boris Grebenshchikov), and Victor Tsoi – the most well-known figures of Soviet rock. Their 
performances attracted unprecedented numbers of visitors and the hall, designed to fit 500 
people, was packed with at least 2000 guests.417 Such attendance offered a striking contrast to 
the average number of visitors to MOSKh regular exhibitions and signified the organisers 
success in creating a ‘blockbuster exhibition’.418 
The overall success of the show is debatable, however. The 17 Youth exhibition 
introduced a new orientation towards the viewers through its attempts to modernise the display 
and develop a diverse cultural programme. It aimed not to educate passive spectators, but rather 
to provoke discussions and debates, thereby facilitating a more critical perception of the show. 
The design of the display referred back to the constructivist works of the early twentieth century 
and the type of communication and interaction between viewers and art that was promoted at 
that time. The cultural programme, and inclusion of such events as readings of conceptual 
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poetry by reading, rock music, fashion shows and experimental art displays turned the venue 
of the exhibition into the space of communication, where diverse groups of people returned for 
a number of days and where ‘art occurred’ rather than was statically displayed on the walls. 
On the other hand, this orientation was not fully reflected in the selection and 
organisation of the main display. The visual documentation of the show and the responses of 
some of the visitors confirmed the assumption that the abundance of the objects in the display, 
their initial separation into different artistic media and the fact that very few printed materials 
were available made the identification of the trends defined by the organisers almost 
impossible. As pointed out at the discussion of the show, the principles of organisation of works 
on the display seemed quite random unless explained by the organisers.419  
Driven by their aspiration to include a vast variety of works on the display the organisers 
neglected the criticality of their approach. A number of MOSKh members complained about 
the poor artistic quality of many of the included works.420 Others pointed to their excessive 
conformity and the refusal of the organisers, despite the announced experimental nature of the 
show, to include anything but the so-called ‘left MOSKh’, namely works not strictly falling 
into the boundaries of Socialist Realism but, at the same time, not presenting any radical or 
innovative artistic language.421  
The show contributed to the development of curatorial practices by shifting the attention 
from what was on display to the techniques how it was displayed. It was noted by the press that 
commented not only on the art works included, but also on the creation and creators of the 
exhibitions as a whole.422 It was also noted by the artists, some of whom complained that by 
their intervention the organisers dismantled the existing principles of the ‘peaceful order’.423 
Those dissatisfied with the final outcome claimed that the organisers ‘pursued their own 
objectives’ and aimed to ‘satisfy their own ambitions’ rather than giving the chance to young 
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artists to participate in the public display. Such criticism can be regarded as a wider 
understanding and recognition, even if negative, that organisers of the exhibition were no 
longer acting only as ‘gatekeepers’, concerned primarily with granting the access to public art 
venues, but also pursued some wider objectives influencing the selection criteria and the final 
display. 
According to Dondurei, however, all the criticism added to the success of the show. He 
finds his major contribution to have lain in challenging the prevailing assumption in the Soviet 
official art system that the quieter an exhibition went, the better it was.424 The 17 Youth 
exhibition, distanced itself from such an approach by introducing a concept of an exhibition-
performance. It was not aimed at becoming a museum-like display of all the art practices which 
previously could not fit in the confines of the state institutions, like the House of Culture 
exhibition had been. Instead, it was meant to be created in such a way that art and culture, no 
matter whether ‘official’ or ‘alternative’, was presented or ‘performed’ in front of the audience 
in such a way that provoked a direct response, reaction or intervention. The ability of 
exhibitions to engage viewers as active participants was also a major feature of the self-
organised exhibitions of Moscow Conceptualism discussed in the following chapter. 
Aiming to understand the nature of the art-going public, their interests and demands, the 
17 Youth exhibition evolved through its duration, offering a platform for the interaction of 
different publics and using the state resources to facilitate their engagement. Through the 
design of the display, the selection of the works and supporting events, it aimed to reveal the 
multifaceted nature of art and the liveliness of artistic creation. It contributed to the appreciation 
that the modes of communication with art can be structured not only as a one-way 
communication based on the ideas of passive education and indoctrination, but that as a fluid 
and responsive process influenced by the viewer’s reaction and participation. 
The discussion of the exhibitions and press of 1979-1986 revealed that although 
stagnation was undoubtedly manifested in the functioning of the state-institutions, the artistic 
and social life in the period was far from stagnant. The incorporation of double standards in 
everyday life, as well as the acknowledgement of the existence of multiple elements of Soviet 
society, such as alternative artists, hippies, rock musicians, or radical poets, cause the image of 
Brezhnev-era stagnation to comprehensively crumble. Moreover, as the example of the 17 
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Youth exhibition demonstrated, the state-organisations, such as the Artists’ Union contributed 
to the development of informal public by facilitating and sometimes initiating alternative art 
projects. 
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Figure 2.1 People queueing outside of the Artist’s 
House, Kuznetsky Most, during the Seventeenth 
Exhibition of Works of Young Moscow Artists, 
November, 1986. Author: unknown. Personal Archive 
of G. Nikich. 
Figure 2.2 I. Lubennikov, A. Skokan. Sketch of exterior of the Artist’s House, Kuznetsky Most. The Seventeenth Exhibition of 
Works of Young Moscow Artists, 1986. Personal Archive of G. Nikich. 
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Figure 2.3 I. Lubennikov, A. Skokan. Model of the Seventeenth Exhibition of Works of Young Moscow Artists. The Artist’s 
House, Kuznetsky Most., 1986. Personal Archive of G. Nikich. 
Figure 2.4 Exterior of the House of the Artist’s House, Kuznetsky Most, during the Seventeenth Exhibition of Works of Young 
Moscow Artists, November, 1986. Author: unknown. Personal Archive of G. Nikich. 
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Figure 2.5 The Seventeenth Exhibition of Works of Young Moscow Artists. The Artist’s House, Kuznetsky Most., 1986.  
Author: Vladimir Raitman Personal Archive of G. Nikich.  
Figure 2.6 Visitors at the Seventeenth Exhibition of Works of Young Moscow Artists. The Artist’s House, Kuznetsky Most., 
1986.  Author: Vladimir Raitman Personal Archive of G. Nikich.  
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Figure 2.7 The Seventeenth Exhibition of Works of Young Moscow Artists. The Artist’s House, Kuznetsky Most., 1986.  
Author: Aleksandr Zabrin. Personal Archive of G. Nikich. 
Figure 2.8 The Seventeenth Exhibition of Works of Young Moscow Artists. The Artist’s House, Kuznetsky Most., 1986.  
Author: Aleksandr Zabrin. Personal Archive of G. Nikich. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
125   
Figure 2.9 The Seventeenth Exhibition of Works of Young Moscow Artists. The Artist’s House, Kuznetsky 
Most., 1986.  Author: G. Kiesewalter. Personal Archive of G. Nikich. 
Figure 2.10 The Seventeenth Exhibition of Works of Young Moscow Artists. The Artist’s House, Kuznetsky Most., 1986.  
Author: A. Zabrin. Personal Archive of G. Nikich. 
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Figure 2.11 A meeting of the exhibition committee. The Seventeenth Exhibition of Works of Young Moscow Artists. The 
Artist’s House, Kuznetsky Most., 1986.  Author: V. Raitman Personal Archive of G. Nikich. 
Figure 2.12 A meeting of the exhibition committee. The Seventeenth Exhibition of Works of Young Moscow Artists. The 
Artist’s House, Kuznetsky Most., 1986.  Author: V. Raitman Personal Archive of G. Nikich. 
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Figure 2.13. S. Shutov. Barsuchenok bol’she ne lenitsia [The little badger is not lazy anymore], 1986. The Seventeenth 
Exhibition of Works of Young Moscow Artists. The Artist’s House, Kuznetsky Most. November, 1986. Personal Archive of G. 
Nikich. 
Figure 2.14 Y. Albert, V moei rabote nastupil krizis… [A crisis entered my work…], 1983. The Seventeenth Exhibition of Works 
of Young Moscow Artists. The Artist’s House, Kuznetsky Most. November, 1986. Author Aleksander Zabrin. Personal Archive 
of G. Nikich.  
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Figure 2.15 Moskovskaia abstraktsiia 1950-1960 [Moscow abstraction 1950-1960] 
exhibition. V. Nemukhin (left) and A. Erofeev (Right) The Seventeenth Exhibition of 
Works of Young Moscow Artists. The Artist’s House, Kuznetsky Most. November, 
1986. Author G. Kiesewalter. Personal Archive of G. Nikich.  
Figure 2.16 Young artists from Leningrad. The Seventeenth Exhibition of Works of Young Moscow Artists. The 
Artist’s House, Kuznetsky Most. November, 1986. Author A. Shumov. Personal Archive of G. Nikich. 
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Figure 2.17 Young artists from Leningrad. The Seventeenth 
Exhibition of Works of Young Moscow Artists. The Artist’s 
House, Kuznetsky Most. November, 1986. Author A. Shumov. 
Personal Archive of G. Nikich. 
Figure 2.18 Solo-exhibition of S. Shutov. The Seventeenth Exhibition of Works of Young Moscow Artists. The Artist’s House, 
Kuznetsky Most. November, 1986. Author V. Raitman. Personal Archive of G. Nikich. 
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Figure 2.19 Solo-exhibition of S. Shutov. The Seventeenth Exhibition of Works of Young Moscow Artists. The Artist’s House, 
Kuznetsky Most. November, 1986. Author V. Raitman. Personal Archive of G. Nikich. 
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Chapter 3. Curator–tusovshchik: 
Constructing a Gallery in an Artist’s Apartment, 1982–1984. 
 
What happened on 10 September 1983 in an average Soviet apartment located in an 
average Soviet house on Dmitriia Ulianova street was rather unusual. Throughout the whole 
day visitors crowded outside the front door while strange sounds emanated from the inside. 
The neighbours, ‘average Soviet people, who were uncommonly tolerant’, must had been 
surprised but did not refer the dubious activities to the police.425 Moreover, many of them might 
have got used to all the gatherings happening in the apartment occupied by the artist Nikita 
Alekseev.426 
After being let inside in small groups, the visitors found themselves in total darkness. 
All the windows were closed, and no lights were on. Once they were greeted and given torches 
to light their way, the ‘sound-track’ of the show started to play. The tunes of well-known Soviet 
songs on the subject of planes and aviation, overlaid by a man’s whistling, filled the whole 
space of the flat.427 The music was occasionally interrupted by another recorded message 
forbidding smoking and taking pictures and asking to ‘generally be careful, especially because 
there were matches made by SZ on the floor’.428 
The space was not big, but the darkness, as well as the unexpected positions of the 
artworks, furniture and objects from everyday life made it a disorienting and absorbing 
experience. The ‘audio guide’ took the visitors through the maze of installed works, including 
sculpture, photography, works on paper and performances. Occasionally, the visitors came 
across the inhabitants of this unusual environment. Someone was lying underneath the works 
                                               
 
425 Alekseev, N. Personal interview with the author, November, 2016 
426 Nikita Alekseev was an active participant of the alternative art world, trained and employed as a graphic 
artist, and a member of the conceptual art group Kollektivnye Deistviia [Collective Actions]. 
427 It was Sven Gundlakh whose whistling was recorded and played. 
428 SZ was the title of the artistic duo Viktor Skersis and Vadim Zakharov, who were prominent members of 
APTART. On the description of the show see: Abalakova, N. and Zhigalov, A. Letter to Tupitsyn, V., 
September, 12, 1983, in Tupitsyn, V. and Tupitsyn, M. Moskva – N’iu iork [Moscow – New York] Moskva: 
World Art Musei. 2006, p.239 
 
 
 
 
 
 
132  
on a bed covered by a blanket.429 Artist Sven Gundlakh, in his underpants and with a pillowcase 
on his head, was soaking in a bathtub surrounded by white daisies.430 Several times, the 
excursion was interrupted by a TV advertisement-styled announcement that TOTART431 were 
in the process of carrying out their project, entitled Issledovanie sushchestva iskusstva 
primenitel’no k zhizni i iskusstvu  [Exploration of the essence of art in relation to life and 
art].432 The tour finished in the kitchen, where the visitors encountered another artist, 
Konstantin Zvezdochetov, also with a pillowcase on his head cooking something on the hob. 
Zvezdochetov greeted the visitors, asking them to look at his forehead. Lifting the pillowcase, 
they discovered a small tablet on his head which read ‘malen’kaia naebka [little fuckery]’.433 
This event was the exhibition Pobeda nad solntsem [Victory over the sun] held by 
APTART, an artist run ‘gallery’ which was located in Alekseev’s flat between 1982 and 
1984.434  The show was a reaction to the current political issues. Its concept developed as a 
reaction to the downing of a Korean airliner by the Soviet Air Force near Sakhalin on the 1st 
of September 1983.435 While the incident had not been covered by the Soviet press, the artists 
learnt about it from pirate radio stations and felt an urge to respond. 
                                               
 
429 Abalakova, N. and Zhigalov, A. Letter to Tupitsyn, V., September 12, 1983, in Tupitsyn, V. and Tupitsyn, 
M. Moskva – N’iu iork [Moscow – New York] Moskva: World Art Musei. 2006, p.239 
430 From Vadim Zakharov’s recollections. Documentary photographs available on 
http://conceptualism.letov.ru/aptart/slides/aptart-31.html 
431 TOTART was the name of an artistic duo consisting of Natalia Abalakova and Anatoly Zhigalov, both 
prominent members of APTART 
432 This was a project that they had started in 1982, when Anatoly Zhigalov, one of the two members of the 
group, got employed as a concierge and proclaimed his activities to be an artwork and an element of his wider 
research into the nature of art. In the case of this show, Zhigalov, together with his wife and partner Natalia 
Abalakova, sat on the floor in the dark space wearing almost all black and eating sunflower seeds, so as 
gradually to cover the whole space with their black shells. Abalokova, N. and Zhigalov, A. Russkaia ruletka 
[Russian roulette], Moska: Ad Marginem, 1998  
433 The last work was conceived by a conceptual artist from the older generation, Andrei Monastryrsky, 
continuing his series Elementarnaia poeziia [Elementary poetry]. He passed on the instructions for its 
implementation over the phone but did not appear in the space himself. Gundlakh, S. ‘Kartinki s vystavki 
[Pictures from an exhibition]’. A-Ya, №5, 1983 
434 The exhibition was named after the futurist opera ‘Pobeda nad solntsem’ created by Aleksei Kruchenykh, 
Mikhail Matiushin, Velimir Khelbnikov and Kazemir Malevich, which premiered in St Petersburg in 1913. 
435 Alekseev, N. Riady pamiati [Memory rows], Moskva: NLO, 2008, p.135 
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APTART was established by a group of artists, retrospectively known as the ‘third 
generation of Moscow conceptualism’ or the ‘Russian New Wave’.436 Pobeda nad solntsem, 
and other projects developed there, problematised the boundaries between art exhibitions, 
collective installations, role games and themed parties, in which both participants and visitors 
were equally involved.  Rather than being just an exhibition venue, APTART quickly turned 
into a platform for communication and interaction which reflected the needs and aspirations of 
the young conceptualists. By merging together art and everyday life APTART offered an 
alternative to how culture was mediated, both within state-run venues and older conceptualist 
circles. As I shall demonstrate in this chapter, its difference stemmed from the kind of 
communication and interaction that it proposed.  
The peculiarities of the curatorial role developed in APTART lay in its ability to 
maintain its club-like functions where like-minded people could meet and communicate: an 
exhibition was an invitation for a social interaction. The type of events that APTART produced 
can be defined as tusovka. This term, which can be translated as ‘party’, ‘gathering’ or ‘get-
together’, signified many interconnected things: a group of people who were bound by a similar 
worldview, the actual ‘happening’ in which they were involved and the very place where they 
                                               
 
436 The periodisation of Moscow Conceptualism varies in different accounts. Traditionally the first generation of 
Moscow conceptualism includes: Ilya Kabakov (19330, Viktor Pivovarov (1937), Ivan Chuikov (1935), Vitaly 
Komar (1943), and Alexander Melamid (1945) (the last two are also referred to as the founders of Sits Art); the 
second generation includes the art group Kollektivnye Deistviia (Nikita Alekseev (1953), George Kiesewlater 
(1955), Andrei Monastyrsky (1949) and Lev Rubenstein (1947) and Gnezdo (Genadii Donskoi (1955), Viktor 
Skersis (1956) and Mikhail Roshal (1956)), TOTART (Anatoly Zhigalov and Natalia Abalakova (1941)) Valery 
and Rima Gerloviny (1951) and Dmitry Prigov (1940). A number of observers, such, as Obukhova, identify the 
third generation of Moscow Conceptualism as including Mukhomory [Toadstools] (Sven Gundlakh (1959), 
Konstantin Zvezdochetov (1958), Vladimir Kara-Murza (1959), Sergei and Vladimir Mironenko (1959), 
Aleksei Kamesky (1959)), Yuri Albert (1959), Vadim Zakharov (1959). Obukhova, A. Personal interview with 
the author, November, 2016. Some of the artists, however, such as Alekseev, Skersis, Gerlovins, or TOTART 
crossed the generational boundaries and were active members of APTART sharing supporting its mood and 
atmosphere. See: Tupitsyn, M. and Dodge, N. Russian New Wave. Mechanicsville: Cremona Foundation, 1981; 
Eşanu, O, Transition in Post-Soviet Art: The Collective Actions Group Before and After 1989. Budapest: CEU 
Press, 2013; Tupitsyn, M., Tupitsyn, V. and Morris, D. Anti-shows. Aptart 1982-84: Exhibition Histories Vol. 8. 
Köln: König, 2017 
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met.437 Describing the atmosphere of the APTART years Alekseev referred to it as ‘pliasanie i 
tusovka’.438 As those involved in putting together the exhibitions were both initiators and 
participants of the social gatherings, I suggest defining this role of the curator as that of a 
tusovshchik.439 
One of the motivations for establishing the gallery was to achieve some separation, not 
only from state-run venues, which they found alien and inappropriate for their works, but also 
from the practices of the older generations of Moscow conceptualists.440 As Section 3.1 
demonstrates, the type of social interaction of the older conceptualists was closer to that of a 
sect. Their gatherings, seminars and performances, where their artworks were presented and 
interpreted, were purposefully exclusive and rejected any forms of interaction with those 
outside of their group. APTART artists criticised their older colleagues for excessive 
seriousness, seclusion, and their focus on self-archiving and documentation at the expense of 
the engagement with ‘real’ viewers. Despite their works often emerging as a comment on, or 
even mockery of, older artists’ practices, APTART participants did not want them to remain 
inside jokes but rather aspired to reach a wider unknown audience. As I shall further discuss, 
the impulses behind the creation of APTART, therefore, were the aspiration to explore how to 
address the ‘real’ public, as well to investigate who this ‘real’ public was. 
From the very start, therefore, APTART artists defined what they are not, but this raises 
the question of what strategies they actually develop and applied. I propose that the 
distinguishing style of APTART can be summed up in two main features. First, as shown in 
Section 3.2, by trying to turn the living space into an art space, APTART explored the process 
                                               
 
437 Fürst, J. ‘Where did all the normal people go?’, Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eurasian History 14, 3 
(Summer), 2013, pp. 621–40. See also: Cushman, T. Notes from Underground: Rock Music Counterculture in 
Russia (SUNY Series in the Sociology of Culture). State University of New York Press, 1995; and 
Zdravomyslova, E. ‘The Café Saigon Tusovka: One Aspect of Informal Public Sphere of Late Soviet Soviety’ 
in Humphrey, R., Miller, R. and Zdravomyslova, E. Biographical Research in Eastern Europe: Altered Lives 
and Broken Biographies. Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003 
438 Alekseev, N. Riady Pamiati. Moskva: Novoe Literaturnoe Obozrenie, 2008, p. 165. 
439 There is no accurate translation of this word into English. It is commonly understood as a party-goer or 
socialite, however the associations between these terms and night life of party-celebration can be misleading. 
Tusovshchik signifies the member of an informal public or an alternative lifestyle group. 
440 Alekseev, N. Workshop on APTART [Public talk] National Centre of Contemporary Art. September, 24. 
Media Archive of National Centre of Contemporary Art, 2002. 
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of the mediation of art, and thereby continued the quest of the older generation to explore the 
notion of an exhibition and an exhibit. Second, as Section 3.3 argues, the light-minded and 
humorous atmosphere which APTART introduced to its show challenged the excessive 
seriousness prevailing in both state-run art shows and preceding conceptual art events, opening 
up space for new types of social interaction. 
 
3.1 The Young Generation of the Moscow Conceptual School and Their Publics 
 
 
In Europe and North America, conceptual art was developed as an attempt to reinvent 
the relationships between the work, viewer and space, and as a movement against the existing 
cultural institutions, which introduced a more emancipated role for the viewer.441 While the 
conditions underpinning the development of conceptual art in the Soviet Union were different, 
this art was also focused on the peculiarities of work–viewer relations. However, the 
understanding of how these relations should be organised, how they should be mediated and 
how publics should be cultivated and addressed differed among different generations of the 
Moscow Conceptual School. In this section I will discuss the works of Ilya Kabakov and the 
Kollektivnye Deistviia [Collective Actions]442 group, who were the leading figures in the 
previous generations of the Moscow Conceptual School, and compare them to the new 
practices which started to develop in the early 1980s. 
What defined the development of Moscow conceptual art in the 1970s was the fact that 
it did not seek access to the wider Soviet public or official recognition of their activities in 
exhibitions.443 Artistic practices, such as albums, conceptualist object-poetry, and 
performances were aimed at a small and select audience of viewers. The issues of a dialogue 
between a viewer and an artwork were prevalent in the earliest example of Moscow 
                                               
 
441 For more on the development of Conceptual Art and its relationship with publics see, for example, Newman, 
M. and Bird, J. Rewriting conceptual art. London: Reaktion Books, 1999; and Alberro, A. Conceptual art and 
the politics of publicity. Cambridge, Mass: MIT, 2004. 
442 Referred to hereafter as KD. 
443 Kalinsky,Y. ‘Invisible Exhibitions: Performance & the Archive in Moscow Conceptualism’, 
Galerija Nova Newspaper (Zagreb) Special Issue on the Invisible History of Exhibitions, vol.19-20, 2009, pp.31-36 
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Conceptualism by Ilya Kabakov.444 Already in the 1960s, his drawings expanded the flat 
surface of the picture plane, entering into the viewer’s space.445 It was the albums, the genre 
which he invented in 1970 – 1971 and explored throughout the decade that problematised the 
negotiation of art/viewer relations, however.446 These albums were illustrated narratives that 
told the story of fictional characters. They were not meant to be read as a book but were 
performed by Kabakov to a small group of invited friends.447 These monotonous and almost 
ritualistic readings inaugurated some of Moscow Conceptualism’s characteristic operations 
and exhibition strategies.448  
 Kabakov’s later experimentations with the modes of art mediation and public address 
were associated with his concept of Total Installation, which he started developing after his 
emigration to the USA in 1987.449 His interest in orchestrating the interaction between artwork 
                                               
 
444 Kalinsky, Y. ‘Useless Actions and Senseless Laughter: On Moscow Conceptualist Art and Politics’, Russian 
Literature, Vol.74 №1-2, August, 2013, pp.63 – 98. 
445 Jackson, M. J. The Experimental Group: Ilya Kabakov, Moscow Conceptualism, Soviet Avant-Gardes. 
Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 2010, p.93 
446 For more on the development of Kabakov’s paintings and albums in the period see, for example, Wallach, 
A. Ilya Kabakov: The Man Who Never Threw Anything Away. London: Abrams, 1996; Groys, B., Ross, D. and 
Blazwick, I. Ilya Kabakov. London: Phaidon Press, 1998; and Jackson, M. J. The Experimental Group: Ilya 
Kabakov, Moscow Conceptualism, Soviet Avant-Gardes. Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 2010 
447 Bishop, C. ‘Zones of Indistinguishability: collective Actions Group and Participatory Art’, E-Flux, №29, 
2011. available at: http://www.e-flux.com/journal/29/68116/zones-of-indistinguishability-collective-actions-
group-and-participatory-art/ 
448 Kalinsky, Y. ‘Useless Actions and Senseless Laughter: On Moscow Conceptualist Art and Politics’, Russian 
Literature, Vol.74 №1-2, August, 2013, pp.63 – 98. 
449 On the concept of total installation see: for example: Kabakov, I. Ilya Kabakov: Installations, 1983-1995. 
Paris: Centre Georges Pompidou, 1995; Kabakov, I.. Ueber Die "totale" Installation. On the "total" Installation. 
Ostfildern: Cantz, 1995; Wallach, A. Ilya Kabakov: The Man Who Never Threw Anything Away. London: 
Abrams, 1996; Groys, B., Ross, D. and Blazwick, I. Ilya Kabakov. London: Phaidon Press, 1998; Boym, S. On 
Diasporic Intimacy: Ilya Kabakov's Installations and Immigrant Homes, Critical Inquiry №24 (2), 1998, pp.498-
524; Kabakov, I., Tupitsyn, M. and Tupitsyn, V. ‘About Installation’, Art Journal, №58(4), 1999, pp.62-73; 
Jackson, M. J. The Experimental Group: Ilya Kabakov, Moscow Conceptualism, Soviet Avant-Gardes. Chicago, 
University of Chicago Press, 2010; Podoroga, V. ‘Notes on Ilya Kabakov's ‘on the total installation’’, Third 
Text, №17(4), 2013, pp. 345-352. On the contribution of the concept of total installation to the development of 
curatorial strategies see: Bobrinskaia, E. Kontseptualizm [Conceptualism]. Moskva: Galart, 1994, pp. 20-25 and 
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and viewers through spatial arrangement can be traced to his work in the early 1980s, however, 
such as Fly with wings, 1983. This work consisted of one large drawing of a fly and 132 pages 
of typed text.  In his description of the work, Kabakov stated that the ideal location for this 
installation was the White Hall, the major exhibition hall of the Pushkin Museum.450 The 
drawing, framed in a dark-brown wooden frame, was to be installed in a semi-circular altar-
like recess opposite the entrance and surrounded by sixty comments made by the viewers. The 
rest of the exhibition material was to fill the side walls. 
While Kabakov clearly specified the intended location of the piece, he arguably also 
realised the impossibility of such work being exhibited in the major Moscow art venue. Thus, 
the work was created not for the real visitors of the Pushkin museum, but for the viewers 
imagined by Kabakov. The artist even provided the responses of this imagined crowd: one 
visitor was indignant that this trivial picture of a fly was thought worthy of being displayed in 
such a respectable museum; another recalled how flies had pestered him last summer at his 
dacha; a third speculated, for the benefit of his female companion, on the possible allegorical 
meaning of the flight in light of contemporary social processes, and so on.451 Kabakov’s 
imaginary viewers and their responses replaced the contemplative gaze with the contentious 
cacophony of a communal apartment.452 
It is in the context of Kabakov’s readings, and early Total Installation developments, 
that the practice of KD developed. These artists of a slightly younger generation continued to 
challenge the norms of cultural mediation and interaction between art and viewers.453 The 
                                               
 
Bokhorov, K. Moskovskii kontseptualism i printsipy kuratorstva [Moscow Conceptualism and the principles of 
curating]. Dialogi ob iskusstve, vol. 2, March-April, 2011 
450 Kabakov, I. ‘Notes on Fly with wings’ in Stooss, T., Bätschmann, O., Groys, B., Storr, R. and Mengham, R. 
(2003). Ilya Kabakov: Installations 1983-2000 : catalogue raisonné. Düsseldorf: Richter Verlag, 2003, p.301 
451 Epstein, M. ‘Emptiness as a Technique: Word and Inage in Ilya Kabakov’ in Epstein, M., Genis, A. and 
Vladiv-Glover, S. (eds.) Russian postmodernism: New perspectives on post-Soviet culture. New York: 
Berghahn Books, 1999, p. 396 
452 Jackson, M. J. The Experimental Group: Ilya Kabakov, Moscow Conceptualism, Soviet Avant-Gardes. 
Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2010, p.221 
453 For more on the actions and the peculiarities of interaction with the viewers see: Tupitsyn, M. ‘Some Russian 
Performances’, High Performance №4, winter, 1981-2, pp. 11-17; Monastryrsky, A. (ed.) Poezdki Za Gorod: 
Kollektivnye Deĭstviia [Journeys to the countryside. Collective actions]. Vol. 1-5. Moskva: Ad Marginem, 1998; 
Bobrisnaia, E. Kollektivnye deistviia kak institutsiia [Collective actions as an institution] Khudozestvnenny 
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group, established in 1976 and initially consisting of four artists, became known for staging 
‘journeys’ to the countryside.454 The viewers of these events were carefully selected and 
included artists of the same conceptual circle. They were informed by phone of the time and 
place of the meeting and were then taken to a location selected by KD, usually in fields and 
forests on the edges of the city, where they would wait around, not knowing what would 
happen, before witnessing a minimal, perhaps mysterious, and often visually unremarkable 
event.455 Its practice explored the notion of an ‘empty action’ meaning that ‘the participants 
were held in a state of suspense by the anticipation of the action’.456 Their ceremonial, almost 
ritualistic performances resembled practices of Western performance artists who ‘produced 
ephemeral works that could (at least theoretically), avoid commodification.457 
KD’s actions reassessed the meaning of an art exhibition and the experience of artworks 
which it provided. While many of them involved displaying certain objects, such as paintings 
sewed together as a tent (action Tent, 1976), a banner stretched between the trees (action 
Slogan-1977), or a balloon attached to a lamp (action Lamp, 1977), they challenged the notion 
of an artwork which an exhibition presupposed.458	 For example, for the action Slogan-1977, 
KD members put up the red banner, which read ‘I do not complain about anything, and am 
happy with everything, although I have never been here and know nothing about these places’ 
on the edge of the wood. The viewers were instructed to arrive at the selected place where they 
                                               
 
zhurnal, №23, 1999; Eşanu, O,Transition in Post-Soviet Art: The Collective Actions Group Before and After 
1989. Budapest: CEU Press, 2013 
454 Initially the group consisted of Nikita Alekseev, Georgy Kiezewalter, Monastyrsky and Lev Rubenstein. For 
the account of the origins of KD see: Kordiashvili, G. [Kiesewalter, G.] Istoriia Kollektivnykh deistvii. Povest; 
v dvukh chastiakh s epilogom [History of Collective Actions, Novel in two parts with epilogue] in 
Monastryrsky, A. (ed.) Poezdki Za Gorod: Kollektivnye Deĭstviia [Journeys to the countryside. Collective 
actions]. Vol. 1-5. Moskva: Ad Marginem, 1998. 
Alekseev, N. Postoianstvo taianiia snega [Continuity of melting of the snow], Russkii zhurnal, April, 14. 
455 Kalinsky, Y. Collective Actions - Audience Recollections from the First Five Years 1976-1981. Chicago: 
Soberscove Press, 2012 
456 Bryzgel, A. Performance Art in Eastern Europe Since 1960. Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2017, 
p.42 
457 Ibid, p.43 
458 Kalinsky, Y. ‘Invisible Exhibitions: Performance & the Archive in Moscow Conceptualism’, Galeriia Nova 
Newspaper (Zagreb) Special Issue on the Invisible History of Exhibitions, vol. 19-20, 2009, pp.31-36 
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witnessed the process of the banner being stretched after which they left.459 Can this process 
be considered as the main element of the action which was presented to the viewers? Or was it 
the banner itself which was in the display? And in this case did the display last once the 
participants and viewers left the field and the banner was left there until blown off by the wind 
or torn off by some passers-by?460  
According to Monastyrsky, the content of the action and the object it involved were 
‘used only as an instrument to create that ‘inner’ level of perception’ in viewers.461 By receiving 
the instructions from the organisers on when and where to arrive and what they were supposed 
to do the viewers expected ‘the pay-off, the thing which they were invited to see’.462 The 
actions, however, challenged their ideas of what was really being shown. For example, for their 
eleventh action, Kartiny [Pictures], February, 1979, the organisers distributed envelopes 
containing coloured pieces of paper with instructions inscribed on them and asked their 
participants to arrange them in a certain manner.463 While the viewers arranged the envelopes 
into the colourful geometrical shapes and arranged them on the snow, the main action, namely 
the disappearance of three of the organisers, happened unnoticed.464 This action was yet 
another attempt to draw attention to the process of viewing rather than to performances on 
objects that were put on view. Andrei Monastyrsky, the leading theorist of the group, 
                                               
 
459 For the full description of the action see: Monastryrsky, A. (ed.) Poezdki Za Gorod: Kollektivnye Deĭstviia 
[Journeys to the countryside. Collective actions]. Vol. 1-5. Moskva: Ad Marginem, 1998. Documentary 
materials can be found online at http://letov.conceptualism.ru/KD-actions.html.  
460 For a discussion of Slogan-77 and the challenges it presented to the notion of an exhibition see: Obukhova, 
A. Vystavka-aktsiia [Exhibition-action]. [Public talk] Garage Museum of Contemporary Art. November, 27, 
2014. available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aZKlNXnR9xI 
461 Monastyrsky, A. ‘Preface to the First Volume of Trips to the Countryside’, in Boris Groys (ed.) Total 
Enlightenment: Conceptual Art in Moscow 1960–1990, Frankfurt: Schirn Kunsthalle/Hatje Cantz, 2008, p. 335.  
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464 Chuikov, I.  ‘Rasskaz I. Chuikova (O ‘Vremia deistviia’ i ‘Kartiny’) [Account of Ai. Chuikov (On ‘Time of 
Action’ and ‘Pictures’)]’, in Monastryrsky, A. (ed.) Poezdki Za Gorod: Kollektivnye Deĭstviia [Journeys to the 
countryside. Collective actions]. Vol. 1-5. Moskva: Ad Marginem, 1998, p.72. 
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introduced the term ‘demonstrational field’ and it was this field which became an object of 
observation in KD’s actions.465 
This model of viewership offered an alternative to the conventional art/viewers 
relations developed in state-run institutions. As Monastyrsky explained: 
The viewing of an artwork in the Soviet, Stalin or Brezhnev epochs was a 
sort of obligatory event, very one-directional. There was absolutely nothing 
from outside. And when someone comes to a field, moreover when he comes 
with a feeling of spontaneity, directed by some personal motives, then a vast 
space of freedom emerges, where he can view anything. What he is being 
shown is not only not obligatory for viewing, but this non-obligatoriness is 
already inherent in intention. […] The opposition of ‘viewer–artwork’ was 
removed. It was that rigid opposition that did not leave any space for some 
realistic political things to appear in our Soviet region, for a man to get 
engaged with something serious within this field.466 
Monastyrsky’s commentary focused not so much on art, but rather on orchestrating the 
viewing process and the intercommunication between art and its viewers, in which the 
boundary between numerous artists-organisers and viewers-participants becomes blurred, 
creating new contexts. Although he did not consider himself a ‘curator’, but rather as someone 
treating the organisation process as part of the production of the work, the concerns that he 
expresses, and that the works of KD often explore, can be regarded as very close to curatorial. 
What united the approaches of both Kabakov and KD was their disconnection with the 
audience outside of the closed conceptualist circle and their unwillingness to expand it. The 
audience was substituted by its imagined analogue carefully managed to include only the 
chosen few. Moscow Conceptualism was therefore defined and limited by its ‘krug 
zainteresovannykh lits’ [circle of interested people]. This notion, introduced by KD member 
Lev Rubinstein and later included into the Dictionary of the Moscow Conceptual School was a 
substitute for obsolete notions of ‘readers’ or ‘public’.467 It was this circle to which works of 
Moscow conceptualist art were addressed and in which they circulated. 
                                               
 
465 Monastyrsky, A. ‘Preface to the First Volume of Trips to the Countryside’, in Boris Groys (ed.) Total 
Enlightenment: Conceptual Art in Moscow 1960–1990, Frankfurt: Schirn Kunsthalle/Hatje Cantz, 2008, p. 335 
466 Monastyrsky, A. in Tupitsyn, V. Drugoe iskusstva. Besedy s khudishnikami, kritikami, filosofami: 1980-1995 
[Other art. Convesations with artists, critics, philosophers: 1980-1995]. Moscow: AdMarginem,1997, p. 228. 
467 Zaharov, V. and Degotʹ, E. (eds.) Moskovskij Konceptualizm. Moskva: WAM, 2005, p.158 
 
 
 
 
 
 
141  
Unlike the older generation of Moscow conceptualists, however, the artists of the 
younger generation no longer wanted to consider themselves as members of a small esoteric 
group but rather aspired to become participants of a wider far-reaching conversation.468 
Undoubtedly, they were successors and continuators of the preceding artistic practices, as many 
of them first learned the principles of conceptualism when visiting the events of Kabakov and 
KD.469 The young generation, therefore, did not aim to displace their predecessors but 
developed their practice in parallel to them.470 Unlike them, however, they sought to address a 
‘real public’, rather than the imaginary viewers of Kabakov or the carefully selected 
participants of KD.471 
How did the future members of APTART understand the notion of ‘real public’ though? 
One of the first attempts to challenge the exclusivity, rituality and sacralisation of art 
characteristic of KD and Kabakov was undertaken by the art group Gnezdo, discussed in 
Chapter 1. Their work Vysizhivaite iaitsa! [Hatch eggs!] appeared in the House of Culture 
exhibition in September 1975. It invited the unprepared viewers, many of whom had very little 
experience of conceptual art, either Soviet or international, to participate in the artistic 
performance by joining the artists in a nest in the middle of the art venue. This work not only 
challenged the existing ways of interaction with art, but also offered a striking alternative to 
KD’s voluntary withdrawal from social life.472 The juxtaposition between the two approaches 
became more apparent in the later work Demostratsiia. Iskusstvo v massy [Demonstration. Art 
to the masses], 1978. In this, Donskoi, Roshal and Skersis created a red banner, making a 
reference to the above-mentioned work of KD. While KD placed their banner in the deserted 
forest, Gnezdo marched with it in the very centre of Moscow, in the midst of Soviet everyday 
                                               
 
468 Alekseev, N. Interview with the author, November, 2016 also see: Gundlakh, S. ‘Kartinki s vystavki 
[Pictures from an exhibition]’. A-Ya magazine, №5, 1983; and Nicholas, M.A. ‘Rereading Moscow 
Conceptualism’, Slavic Review, Vol. 75, No.1, 2016, pp. 22-51. 
469 Albert, Y. Moskovskii kontseptualizm. Nachalo. [Moscow Conceptualism. Beginning] in Albert, Y. (ed.) 
Moskovskii kontseptualizm, Nizhnii Novgorod, 2014, p.85 
470 Agamov-Tupitsyn, V. and Monastryrsky, A. (eds) Tet-a-tet: Perepiska, dialogi, interpretatsiia faktov [Tet-a-
tet: Correspondence, dialogies, interpretation of facts]. Vologda: Biblioteka Moskovskogo kontseptualisma 
Germana Titova, 2013 
471 Term used by Alekseev. Alekseev, N. Personal interview by the author, November, 2016 
472 Skersis, V. ‘Vmesto predisloviia [Instead of Foreword]’, undated. Available at:  http://www.conceptualism-
moscow.org/page?id=563 
 
 
 
 
 
 
142  
life. Instead of the text, however, the banner featured a copy of Franz Klein’s Accent Grove 
that was turned sideways.473 Despite being an ironic reference to Soviet slogans, the action’s 
title communicated their interest in shaping the masses and served as a reminder of similar 
practices employed by avant-garde artists in the early 1920s. 474 
While Gnezdo ceased to exist as a collective in 1979 they continued to exhibit in 
APTART individually. Moreover, their practice informed the strategies of the younger artists, 
one of whom was Yuri Albert.475 The issue of intended audience and different modes of address 
was a central element of his works. Already, his first actions, Y.F. Albert vse vydeliaemoe teplo 
otdaet liudiam [Y.F.Albert gives all of his released heat to people] 1978, questioned the range 
of the potential addressees of his creative gesture. The action took place in the Moscow 
courtyard outside of Mikhail Odnoralov’s studio, where Albert walked around, sharing his 
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warmth through a handshake. A piece of cardboard around his neck included the title’s single 
declarative sentence explaining the purpose of the author’s actions.476  
Who was this action aimed at?  On the one hand, Albert’s message was undoubtedly 
addressed to the conceptual circle. Documentation of the event depicted the audience usual for 
such a performance, consisting of the artist’s friends and acquaintances. On the other hand, 
however, some important differences with the older generation can be identified. The formal 
style of its message should be seen not only as a parody on the style of Soviet official address, 
but also as an indication of the artists’ aspiration to reach someone beyond his immediate circle. 
As Mary Nicholas explained in her analyses of the work: 
The warmth Albert surrenders is directed not to fellow artists per se, still less 
to the ‘folk’ (narod), as even parodies of the late Soviet context might still 
expect. His activity is addressed instead to a ubiquitous, democratic, 
inclusive ‘people’ (liudi).477 
Similar to Gnezdo, Albert created the works which were not based on ritualistic 
experience, but involved more social interaction and were more participatory. He aimed at a 
much wider audience than KD or Kabakov did at the time.478 While he did not clearly define 
who his audience was he did not position himself as a member of a small secluded group.479 
The intervention in the course of ‘normal’ Soviet life and communication with the 
‘normal’ Soviet people was also manifested in the practice of the art group Mukhomor 
[Toadstool], which was established in 1978 and eventually became the core of APTART.480 
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Similarly to Gnezdo, Mukhomor did not want to limit themselves to a predefined, particular 
audience but aimed to make their presence visible in everyday social life.481 Mukhomor defined 
their actions as vykhodki, the Russian word for ‘trick’ or ‘escapade’, thereby already signifying 
the different relationship they envisaged between their events and the audience.482 ‘Action’ 
does not necessarily require a reaction, but ‘vykhodka’ is meant to provoke a response, as it 
defines something that contradicts social conventions. Mukhomor focused on various aspects 
of social life, such as Soviet holidays (which they mocked by introducing an ‘International day 
of workers of happening’); Soviet youth cultures (which they addressed in their Vykhodka №1: 
Prohod v tolstovkax v Iasnuiu Polianu [Walking in hoodies to Jasnaja Poljana], 1978); Soviet 
cinema (which they commented on in their films produced between 1978 and 1981); and 
everyday routine activities of Soviet citizens, such as commuting (which they investigated in 
their action Metro, 1979).483  
The project which best problematised the above-mentioned desire simultaneously to 
address the closed circle of conceptualism and the broad and undefined ‘real public’ was 
Mukhomor’s musical album Zolotoi disk [Golden disk], which they recorded in 1981.484 
Zolotoi disk was a compilation of provocative satirical poems mixed with well-known tunes 
ranging from Shocking Blue and ABBA to Verdi operas and Beethoven symphonies to the 
sound of the Kremlin bells. Mukhomor mixed the tunes with poems read in Russian and in 
English by Mironenko, who had very little understanding of the sound of English words.485 
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Being a product of their fascination with Western and Soviet subcultural movements, Zolotoi 
disk went in line with their aspiration to reach a ‘normal’ Soviet audience, who, as discussed 
in Chapter 2, was to a certain extent engaged in semi-legal or alternative activities.486 
The first presentation of the album was organised for a small artistic circle: Kabakov, 
Monastyrsky, Prigov and Nekrasov. These masters of Moscow Conceptualism treated the 
album very sceptically, criticising it for excessive light-heartedness and foolery.487 This did not 
stop Mukhomors from trying to disseminate their work amongst a wider audience, and sixty 
copies of the tape recording were produced. The album got into the hands of Evgeny Matusov, 
the editor of the underground magazines Uho [Ear] and Zerkalo [Mirror]488 and a well-
connected participant of Moscow’s rapidly developing rock scene, and soon found its listeners. 
Rock music was gaining popularity at the time, engaging large masses of the population. Semi-
official collectives were using official means, such as Komsomol-sponsored activities and 
Houses of Culture, to stage their performances. While rock music was a popular form of 
entertainment among many Soviet people, it was not approved by the authorities and recordings 
had to be distributed through semi-legal means, which Matusov was very familiar with.489   
Very soon Mukhomor became almost a household name; one could even hear their 
records in a taxi, and although almost no one knew where this group came from, or what else 
they were doing, many recognised them as the ‘famous group Mukhomor, authors of the 
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Zolotoi disk’.490 As Mironenko recalled, Matusov somehow managed to add a commercial 
element into this completely non-commercial project.491 Although revenue was not a primary 
concern, Mukhomor members were pleasantly surprised that there was demand for their 
work.492 What appealed to the listeners was the light-mindedness and foolish absurdity of the 
compositions. The album can be seen as a successful joke of the artists, the straightforwardness 
and naivety of which found a response among wide audience.  
Absurd jokes and childish or grotesque behaviour united artists of this generation and 
were used by them in an attempt to build new audience around them. APTART, therefore, 
became a learning curve, for them to understand and define what public they want to address 
and how they can bring it together by the means of exhibitions. APTART’s search for its wider 
public was characterised by two seemingly incompatible processes. On the one hand, the artists 
participating in it maintained some of the exclusivity typical of the Moscow Conceptual 
School, often referring to works of older artists and trying to find their place in the pantheon 
of Moscow Conceptualism. On the other hand, they emphasised the fact that they did not want 
to limit their audience to the same ‘interested’ circle of people but rather aspired to open up 
their shows for the potential new viewers. The techniques they used, and the success of their 
attempts, are debated in the following sections.  
 
3.2 APTART: Playing to the Gallery 
 
APTART offered a radical alternative to the modes of cultural mediation developed 
within the state-run institutions. Building on the preceding explorations of conceptual artists, 
it challenged the understanding of the notions of an exhibition and an art object, blurring the 
boundaries between the two. As I shall further demonstrate by analysing several selected 
exhibitions, their defining feature was the attempt to renegotiate the relationship between art 
and its everyday life that fostered new patterns of behaviour within an art show. 
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The first exhibition that brought together the young conceptual artists was an apartment 
exhibition held in Yuri Albert and Nadezhda Stolpovskaia’s flat in 1979. According to Albert, 
this exhibition proved to be both successful and disappointing. 493  Its undeniable achievement 
was that, for the first time, it united them as a group, both as participants (art group Gnezdo, 
Victor Skersis Vadim Zakharov, Igor Luts) and viewers (art group Mukhomor [Toadstool], 
Nikita Alekseev) and allowed them to recognise their aspiration to ‘emphasise the 
distinctiveness of their practices and visions’ and to ‘exhibit separately from all other artists’.494  
At the same time according to Albert’s retrospective assessment of the project, it turned 
into a logistical nightmare. Not only were the works arranged in the space in a hurry and 
without much consideration, but also, the issue of the visitors and publicity was neglected. As 
Albert recalled: 
We hardly knew anyone in person and did not dare to invite anyone as big 
as Kabakov and so on. We also did not have any idea how to invite anyone 
else and more importantly whom to invite. In the end we decided to invite 
our friends, but did it very last minute, so almost no one was able to come.495  
The resulting exhibition turned out to be as ‘exclusive’ as the seminars of Kabakov, but 
not due to the recognised desire of the organisers, but rather due to their lack of experience. A 
similar naivety was characteristic of the functioning of APTART. While aiming to create an 
art space that would allow people to bypass the limitations prevailing in all other exhibition 
structures, the artists had very vague ideas of the principles according to which it should 
operate. 
As recalled by Alekseev, many of them had very romanticised views of the gallery 
model and its functioning, acquired from Western publications.496 APTART was not envisaged 
as a commercial enterprise. The desire of the artists to emphasise their distinctiveness was not 
motivated by the wish to be spotted by collectors and buyers as often happened abroad.497 The 
way that APTART was imagined can rather be compared to artist-run spaces proliferating at 
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the same time in Europe and North America.498 The difference in the contexts, however, cannot 
be ignored. While in the West the rise of the artist initiatives could be seen as ‘a move against 
the culture of post-classical bourgeoisie’ and the art gallery system which it produced, 
APTART was a reflection of a crumbling late Soviet world and an attempt to imagine what an 
art gallery system could be like if it ever existed.499 Thus, APTART should be regarded as an 
attempt to ‘play to a gallery’ or buffoonery, which was characteristic of the artistic practices of 
young conceptualists. Rather than trying to create a serious and stable institution, which could 
offer an alternative to any of the state structures, the artists toyed with an idea of how a gallery 
could function. 
  Explaining why the term gallery was used and how it was understood by the 
participants at the time, Alekseev outlined three main characteristics: a permanent space, the 
regularity of the events and an exhibition programme with a clear strategy that would 
distinguish the style of the venue.500  The first issue was solved by locating the gallery in 
Alekseev’s flat. While none of the existing state or self-organised platforms satisfied the needs 
of the artists, Alekseev was the only one among them who lived in a private, rather than 
communal apartment, without family and children. The idea of privacy which such a flat could 
provide, however, should not be overestimated as the privacy was constantly interrupted by the 
pervasive gaze from the outside. Although the relationships between inhabitants of private 
apartments were undoubtedly more distanced compared to those living in communal 
apartments, they still bore similarities to ‘communal neighbours’, as described by Boym.501 
Their everyday lives, willingly or unwillingly, were constantly exposed to each other.502 As 
Alekseev recalled, he was constantly aware of neighbours watching their activities, noting the 
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noise, visiting foreigners and weirdly dressed people coming in and out of the flat, but the 
neighbours proved to be supportive, or at least disinterested in what was happening there.503 
The programme of the gallery was never formally outlined and rather stemmed from 
the shared interests and ideas of the participants. Despite his key role in establishing the gallery, 
Alekseev never took a dominant position or sole responsibility for the development of its 
shows.504 Similar to the examples discussed in Chapters 1 and 2, all the events in APTART 
were managed collectively. However, it managed to avoid the difficulties discussed in relation 
to the House of Culture exhibition. As from the very start APTART was conceived as a space 
a well-defined range of art practices the gatekeeping function became redundant. The 
functioning of the gallery was based on the principles of collective decision making and the 
non-hierarchical involvement of all its members. Describing the way APTART operated, 
Kiesewalter recalled: 
Everyone did whatever they wanted. We just brought in works or suggested 
some ideas and then somehow managed them together. Could someone 
totally oppose others’ proposals? I guess they could, but I don’t remember it 
happening.505  
The notion of a curator-tusovshchik reflected this atmosphere. Those responsible for 
the creation of exhibitions did not assume the leading or directing roles suggested in the notions 
of gatekeepers or impresarios. Rather, the process of putting together exhibitions in APTART 
was an outcome of the ongoing conversation and communication among all the members. The 
role of curator-tusovshchik consisted in fostering that social interaction by the means of art 
displays and events. 
What defined the distinctive style of APTART was the aspiration of its organisers to 
turn an average Soviet apartment into a designated art space.506 It was meant to act not only as 
an occasional place for gatherings, but as a space created purposefully for engaging with and 
reflecting on art. As Alekseev emphasised, despite being located in his flat, where he continued 
to live throughout all the shows, its function as an exhibition venue was favoured over its 
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function as a living space.507 Each exhibition aimed not only to display certain works, but to 
use them in order to transform the surrounding environment. 
This feature of the space is clearly illustrated by the Pobeda nad solntsem show. By 
dimming the space and imposing some prescribed modes of behaviour, such as walking around 
with torches or following an audio commentator, the organisers partly broke away from the 
atmosphere of a conventional apartment. The living function of the space was not concealed 
completely, however, since by performing some ordinary household actions, such as bathing 
or cooking, the artists purposefully pointed out the domestic elements, transforming them for 
their creative purposes. The same can be argued about the preceding projects of APTART. 
Its first display, The First Group Exhibition, 20 – 31 October 1982, provided an 
example of the collective decision-making and the first attempts at transforming the space 
through an art display. The show was described as an experiment,508 a ‘sort of collective 
orgy’,509 where more than a hundred works by seventeen artists were featured.510 Such 
commentaries allow for a number of different readings. For example, the saturation of the space 
with works can be seen as an unintended reflection on the cacophony of voices characteristic 
of kommunalka, and often reflected upon by Kabakov. On the other hand, rather than provoking 
the discord of communal living, the works and their combinations can be regarded as creating 
a special atmosphere which would help to depart from the notion of the living space.  
Indeed, there was an attempt in The First Group Exhibition to conceal the function of 
the space as a living environment.511  The exhibition started right from the front door, on the 
inside of which there was Alekseev’s text-based work Chistaya voda prozrachna [Pure water 
is transparent] (Fig.3.1). The entrance hall was separated from the remaining space by a carpet 
hanging in a doorway. According to Alekseev, this caused him a lot of inconvenience in 
everyday life but was an essential part of the exhibition design.512 All the wall space was used 
for showcasing art, and even the ceiling was partly taken up by Alekseev’s series Nekotorye 
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veshchi [Some things] (Fig.3.2). The bed was occupied by works of TOTART Cherny kvadrat 
[Black square] and Kniga-ob’ekt [Book-object] (Figs. 3.3 and 3.4). The whole space of the 
single-room apartment was also transformed and split into two sections by TOTART’s work 
Iskusstvo prinadlezhit [Art belongs] consisting of a red banner and an accompanying analytical 
tableau (Fig.3.5). 
At the same time, rather than hiding domestic elements, some of the works purposefully 
brought them to attention. For example, TOTART turned one of the chairs into a conceptual 
object by putting on it a note ‘Stul ne dlia vas – stul dlia vsekh’ [The chair is not for you, the 
chair is for everyone]. Mukhomors used a typical Soviet refrigerator for their work Roman-
kholodil’nik [Novel-refrigerator], an elaborate visual novel, chapters of which told a story of 
a fictional character (Fig.3.6). The outside of the fridge was painted in a colourful style typical 
of Zvezdotchetov, while inside it was filled with ‘chapters’ packed into boxes and replicas of 
the most sought-after and difficult-to-get food products. 
The choice of materials was essential for the artists. What distinguished the younger 
generation from their older peers was their interest in the faktura [texture] and tactility of their 
art.513 On the one hand, their use of everyday items can be seen as a parody of the early Soviet 
fight against the petit-bourgeois aesthetics.514 On the other hand, however, it can be regarded 
as a critique of KD’s exclusive interest in lofty matters and neglect of routine life 
An important distinction from the way apartment exhibitions had previously been 
organised was that APTART’s exhibitions were purposefully made for the specific 
surroundings. Works were produced or selected bearing in mind the peculiarities of the 
space.515 Previously, alternative art exhibitions, even when organised in unconventional 
locations, were still seen as temporary substitutions for conventional museum exhibitions. In 
other words, the works, despite being shown in kitchens, fields or lecture rooms in universities, 
were ultimately intended for traditional spaces of museums and galleries. APTART was 
different in that the works shown within its framework, be it in Alekseev’s flat or, as discussed 
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below, in fields and gardens, were intended to be there and were used as a tool to transform the 
environment, creating a new experience for the viewers. They were not ‘squeezed somewhere 
in between bookshelves and kitchen cupboards.516 By physically transforming the space and 
using the household items as props for artworks, APTART artists blurred the boundaries 
between the space of everyday life and the space of art. 
The growing interest of APTART artists in the materiality of their work was closely 
connected to the nature of the exhibitions. For example, Gundlakh pointed out in his account 
of the show the physical aspects of being inside the space and described it as ‘a kind of 
environment, where a viewer found himself in artificially constructed surroundings, in which 
everything could be pulled at, leafed through, touched, etc.’517 Abalakova and Zhigalov, 
discussing the experience of being in the exhibition, also described it as an absorbing space 
dominated by the materiality of the objects: the viewer was ‘snowed under with unwieldy texts, 
captions, slogans and posters’, where they ‘stumbled’ between the objects which were 
simultaneously inviting and repellent, and finally where they ‘found some rest for their 
perplexed minds’ amongst Mukhomor’s works.518  
The site-specificity which came to be an important feature of most APTART 
exhibitions presupposed the displacement of the viewer’s attention from the art object itself 
towards the room, which both a viewer and the object occupied.519 Douglas Crimp, discussing 
this in relation to minimalist art, emphasised the importance of the viewer being confronted 
with her own attempt ‘to locate, to place’ the work and her own acting out of the gallery’s 
function as a place for viewing. APTART shifted the visitors’ focus from solely the art work 
to the art environment and how it was created. 
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The possibility of the space of Alekseev’s flat to act as a designated art space can be 
further discussed in relation to the solo exhibition of SZ, in January-February, 1983. One of 
the central elements of the show was yellow crepe paper, which covered all the walls and part 
of the ceiling.520 As described by Zakharov, it was a humorous attempt to create a ‘yellow 
cube’ as an answer to the modernist ‘white cube’ space.521 It also served as a canvas for SZ’s 
drawings: their signature symbols, doodles of chickens, word clouds and their series Nadpisi 
[Inscription]. The latter consisted of questions and exclamations, such as Oi, Ai, Vot [Well], 
or Kak [How], which had previously appeared in various spots in Moscow public spaces. 
The show included a number of SZ’s other works, which were described by Alekseev 
as follows (Fig.3.7): 
In the centre of the room there was a two-metre paper construction, Tank 
Parthenon, something with four legs and a paper cannon sticking out from 
the front. Behind them on the wall there were metre-long black and white 
photographs of naked Vitia [Skersis] and Vadim [Zakharov], with golden, 
curvy SZ monogram logos placed on their private parts. […] Some works 
from the previous SZ series were also shown – bodalki [pokers] and tykalki 
[stabbers], ‘pornographic’ blurred photos, where the role of humans were 
performed by broken matches, photographs of their old actions and a huge 
billboard-manifest.522 
Some of the works included in the show required viewers’ active engagement. For 
example, the piece Laski i potselui delaiut liudei urodlivymi [Caresses and kisses make people 
ugly], (1982–1983) consisted of two elements. One was the mentioned photographs depicting 
naked Skersis and Zakharov. (Fig.3.8). The second was to be performed by the viewers. They 
were given a number of props: large disks to be attached to their feet and make them limp, 
bandages to tie their hands and black dots to be put on their faces. After using all of them the 
viewers were suggested to experience the work in this distorted physical state (Fig.3.9). This 
action, can be differentiated from KD as it was an act of durakovaliania [fooling around], rather 
than observing and comprehending.523 
By covering the walls the artists quite literally concealed the domestic elements of the 
flat. They also questioned how the notion of an artwork was understood. For example, was 
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yellow paper part of the exhibition design, an element of one of the objects exhibited or an 
artwork on its own? Can individual works be separated, or did they all become parts of one 
collective installation united by the yellow background? By raising such questions, the 
exhibition not only presented an overview of SZ works, but launched their exploration of the 
meaning of an exhibition and items exhibited inside it. 524 
For their second solo exhibition, 1983, Skersis and Zakharov recreated all works shown 
in APTART using two chicken carcases and bones. Rather than being a static display this 
stylised exhibition turned into performance during which SZ were making their works while 
lying on the floor in Roshal’s flat (Fig.3.10). 525 The third personal exhibition, on 10 December 
1983 took place in the course of an ‘Evening of Amateur Music’. This time works were 
recreated by using the members of the audience. Skersis handed out the plates with some words 
inscribed on them, after which Zakharov gave out instructions arranging the people in the space 
(Fig.3.11). The fourth personal exhibition, 1984, further challenged the mode of presentation, 
since this time it took on the format of a transportable mini-display. Miniatures of works were 
recreated and taken to the viewers. For the presentation, red fabric was placed on viewers’ 
shoulders and a chair was hung on their necks in such a way that the seat would be used for 
making a tiny stage where the exhibition was performed, quite literarily under the nose of a 
spectator. (Figs.3.12-3.13).  
This series of projects was directed at understanding the principles of exhibitions, or as 
Albert put it ‘taming this wild beast’.526 By turning an exhibition into a foolish gimmicky 
performance the artists mocked the seriousness with which art shows in state-run venues were 
organised. They also parodied the ritualistic atmosphere of the older conceptual gatherings by 
introducing absurdity and nonsense in their ceremonies, such as putting together an exhibition 
                                               
 
524 Albert, Y. O SZ [on SZ] in Obukhova, A. and Zakharov, V. (eds.) (2005). Gruppa SZ: Sovmestnye raboty 
[Collaborative works]: 1980-1984, 1989, 1990. Moskva: ArtKhronika, 2005. 
525 I suggest regarding this series of the personal exhibitions as continuations of APTART even though only the 
first one took place in Alekseev’s apartment. The fifth personal exhibition of SZ took place in Műcsarnok, 
Budapest, in 1989. This last show is not considered within this study as a continuation or a part of APTART, 
however. It stands out as it was conceived and realised by Zakharov rather than SZ as a group and differed in its 
goals and objectives. 
526 Albert, Y. O SZ [on SZ] in Obukhova, A. and Zakharov, V. (eds.) Gruppa SZ: Sovmestnye raboty 
[Collaborative works]: 1980-1984, 1989, 1990. Moskva: ArtKhronika, 2005 
 
 
 
 
 
 
155  
on a chair hanging on a person’s neck. It was, thus, an attempt to both understand and put to 
test the existing ways of cultural mediation. 
SZ first solo exhibition signalled APTART’s imminent closure. Three days after the 
show opened, KGB agents arrived to inspect it. They confiscated some of the works, including 
the naked portraits of Skersis and Zakharov, and the artists were threatened with charges of 
anti-socialist activities and homosexuality.527 This incident interrupted APTART’s following 
exhibition programme and forced its participants to seek a way to escape the unwanted 
exposure to the controlling institutions of the state. This period was characterised by more 
vigorous restrictions imposed on alternative cultures. The ongoing Soviet-Afghanistan war, 
increased regulation of the public spaces following 1980 Olympics, and the rise in the authority 
of the KGB after its former chairman Yuri Andropov came to power, all contributed to the 
growing tension.528  
A way to escape the unwanted intervention of officials was to move exhibitions outside 
of Moscow to the countryside. Two shows, APTART na plenere [APTART en plein air], 29 
May 1983, and APTART za zaborom [APTART behind the fence] 25 September 1983, were 
held on the open air, in Kalistovo field and at Mironenko’s family dacha, respectively. Both 
shows were not only acts of forced escape from the gaze of controlling institutions but also a 
considered act of relocation reflecting the artists’ interest in exploring new conditions and 
surroundings for art displays.529 They can be regarded as a logical continuation of previous 
APTART projects, investigating how art is mediated in different environments and whether 
the art show can exist without museum (or at least apartment) walls confining them.  
During the preparation of the first of the two exhibitions, the connections between this 
show and the Bulldozer and Izmailovo exhibitions, September 1974, were mentioned by several 
participants.530 What united these two events with APTART’s show was the decision of the 
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artists to take their works out to the open-air space as a result of their dissatisfaction with the 
limitations imposed on them. However, there were important distinctions in the motivations 
and goals which the later artists aimed to achieve compared to their predecessors. In 1974 these 
actions were directed against the restrictions on the inclusion of the objects in art displays, or 
the limitations of the gatekeeper’s role. The works shown at both Bulldozer and Izmailovo 
exhibitions were intended to be shown in museums and exhibitions halls but were not allowed 
there by Soviet exhibition committees. By causing social resonance the two 1974 exhibitions 
intended to break with the previous patterns of the curator-gatekeeper’s role and allow their 
creators access to public art venues. Commenting on the importance of the two exhibitions, 
observers rarely if ever pointed out how natural surrounding informed the perception of the 
included pieces. Rather, it is the social bravery of the artists that is being highlighted.531 
 In 1983, by taking their works to the field APTART artists pursued very different 
objectives. They did not want to question the existing selection criteria as none of the works 
were ever intended to be displayed in state-run art institutions. The creation of APTART had 
been informed by the conscious desire of its participants to exhibit separately from others and 
develop the exhibition techniques which would benefit their art, specifically.  APTART na 
plenere and APTART za zaborom were continuations of the same strategy. They aimed to 
produce the kind of environment which would allow them to present their works, and for 
themselves and their viewers to see, participate with them and discuss them in a way which 
was not possible in any other of the existing venues.  Similar to their previous projects, two 
open-air APTART exhibitions aimed to produce the atmosphere of specially-designed social 
and artistic environment. They questioned if and how the exhibition making principles should 
be readjusted to make it possible to recreate tusovka in the new surroundings.532  
The issue of the relationship between art objects and the natural environment was at 
that time attracting a lot of attention among artists in the West, such as Richard Long, Dennis 
Oppenheim or Robert Smithson. They explored ‘the dialectic between the outdoors and the 
gallery’, questioning ‘distinctions between the artwork and the utilitarian object, and between 
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the art context and the outside world’.533 Despite the apparent proximity of the APTART 
artists’ practice with Land Art, there were some fundamental differences. Land art was 
intended as a critique of the gallery system and the role of art as commodity, which does not 
translate well into the Soviet context. By staging their projects in the countryside, APTART 
artists did not critique the existing system of art institutions, but rather ignored it and provided 
their own alternative. Alekseev further explained the distinctions between their projects and 
Western art by pointing out that in Western countries, there was not much difference between 
gallery and outdoor spaces, since both were equally fit to accommodate art. Placing art outside 
did not necessarily mean that artists were operating outside of the established economical or 
cultural infrastructure. He claimed that ‘even wild nature can in the end be perceived as 
something like an “irregular” English park’, where works were ‘placed, hung and dug in’.534 
On the contrary, in Soviet Russia, the uncontrollable natural environment offered as a sharp 
contrast to the fully controlled space of a museum.535  
APTART en plein air brought together almost all the artists associated with APTART. 
Initially there were ideas of creating a more organised and structured space, ‘a kind of regular 
park filled with artworks’.536 This idea was dropped, however, in favour of arranging the works 
without any preconceived strategy in order to highlight the disorderliness of a wild field. 
Alekseev, who nevertheless considered the final outcome to be a coherent composition rather 
than a loose spread of art objects, suggested that this display could also be read as a reflection 
of the absurdity and peculiarities of Soviet life.537 He did not reject the contention that it was 
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fragmented and art works appeared in the natural environment as ‘some patches, wrecks, and 
shreds’.538 This ‘fragmentariness’, however, did not necessarily come about as an inevitable 
result of the uneasy conditions surrounding the production of the show and the artists’ lack of 
experience in staging open-air displays. On the contrary, it could be seen as an attempt to re-
negotiate the relations between culture and nature, people and landscape, offering an alternative 
not only to the Bulldozer and Izmailovo exhibitions, but also to KD’s actions. 
Visitors to the show were free to wander around to discover the works, sometimes quite 
literarily stumbling over them. Exhibited objects might have seemed lost in a vast field, but at 
the same time were thoughtfully fitted in and responded to the landscape around them. Some 
objects were produced specially for this exhibition: Mironenko’s Realismus ne proidet 
[Realism will not pass] (Fig.3.14) that consisted of a thread and a sign with the line in the title 
obstructed the path between two birches; Roshal’s Gde zhe vy, druzia moi kartiny [Where are 
you, my friends paintings?](Fig.3.15) showcased empty frames hanging from a tree; 
Zvezdochetov’s objects, such as his Chainik [Kettle], painted in his signature style, added some 
comic-like aesthetic to the surrounding environment (Fig.3.16); Alekseev’s Vid na more [Sea 
view] invited viewers to lie down on an airbed in front of a bog looking at a sea landscape 
installed in front of their noses (Fig.3.17). 
The show also included a number of pre-existing works that acquired new meanings 
and new readings in this context. For example, Albert placed his text works, such as Chto 
khoroshego nashli v etikh mukhomorakh? [What good did they find in these toadstools?] and 
Prikhodote v gosti, ia budu rad pokazat’ vam svoi raboty [Come to my place, I will be happy 
to show you my works] on wooden sticks in the middle of a meadow (Fig.3.18). Being lost in 
the natural environment they created the impression of a more absurdist, but at the same time 
more honest and open-ended address directed to the passers-by. Another example was the 
installation Biblioteka [Library] by Alekseev (Fig.3.19). Originally intended for a ‘domestic’ 
display, the work consisted of a number of books, which were ‘dissected’ by the author, who 
blacked out some of the pages with his own verses written next to blacked-out text. 539  When 
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showcased in his apartment, the work seemed too serious and ‘over-conceptualised’.540 For this 
exhibition, however, Alekseev hung the books from tree branches. Visitors were invited to 
climb the tree taking a book of their choice with them. This way of engaging with the work 
produced a more relaxed atmosphere of a lazy dacha afternoon resisting any attempt to overtly 
theorise the artist’s gesture. 
The difference of this model of exhibition compared to KD’s actions and activities lay 
in the fact that the kind of interaction that APTART produced was not presented as an ‘empty 
action’. APTART did not want to de-emphasise the object as KD did in Pictures and other 
actions, but rather the opposite: to bring the materiality of their art to the forefront. For KD, 
the landscapes were the backdrop adding to the highly theorised quasi-mystical flavour, but the 
real action happened not within them, but inside the viewers’ consciousness.541 APTART on 
the contrary aimed to produce some kind of shared physical experience where both objects, 
and the surrounding in which they were positioned, added to the perception of the shows. 
While APTART na plenere offered a successful example of appropriation dealing with 
the natural environment and turning its elements into parts of the artistic projects, the second 
show, APTART za zaborom demonstrated the opposite. 542  Although the settings of the events 
were almost identical, their moods were dramatically different. Alekseev recalled:   
After Behind the fence I got the feeling – and it probably wasn’t just me – 
that APTART was coming to an end. […] It was like a lemon squeezed to 
the last drop, it had done everything it could do.543 
The major drawback of the show was that the works exhibited did not correspond with 
the surroundings they were placed in. APTART failed to do what they had developed 
throughout their two-year-long practice, namely, to merge the objects and the surrounding 
environment into one cohesive experience of conceptual art. Here the materials used, mostly 
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paper and other fragile materials, made it almost impossible to locate them outside.544 
Moreover, their spatial arrangement did not contribute to their perception as they simply ended 
up overloading an already overgrown garden. 
 
3.3 Laughter as an Instrument of Public Engagement 
 
In their retrospective accounts of the gallery, the artists mentioned the desire to break 
away from the sectarian existence of older conceptualists and move towards greater 
publicity.545 Were their attempts successful, however? Who were the visitors of APTART 
invited to engage in activities and interactions developed by the exhibitions? As I shall 
demonstrate in this section, the ways in which APTART artists understood the types of public 
they aimed to address were characterised by two seemingly contradictory processes. On the 
one hand, APTART remained a niche venue and never aimed to employ the strategies of mass-
address characteristic of state-run institutions. On the other hand, it aimed to overcome the 
elitism and exclusivity of the older generation. The strategy they used was their deliberate light-
mindedness, and employment of absurdist humour which provoked alternative models of 
communication. 
APTART did not produce invitations for their shows. In the atmosphere of growing 
control within the public life a hard invitation was to be avoided since it could constitute 
evidence which could be used against the artists in case of any conflicts with the controlling 
institutions.546 Information about new exhibitions and openings was spread through word of 
mouth. This was never an exclusive personal invitation, however, as was in the case with KD, 
but rather an open-ended address.547 
Labels were also avoided at the shows. While many of apartment exhibitions, such as, 
Predvoritel’nye prosmotry, 1975, replicated the style of state-run exhibitions and included 
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captions with authors’ names and titles of the works, the attitude to labelling among the 
conceptual artists differed. Monastyrsky rejected them as unnecessary for the members of the 
closed circle. When Kiesewalter suggested including some explication of his objects 
Monastyrsky replied that ‘those who can’t understand, should not even try’.548 Kabakov, on 
the contrary, overemphasised their importance making them a central part of the work. For 
example, his installation 16 verevok [16 ropes], 1984, consisted of pieces of debris of everyday 
life and garbage, hanging on ropes, each of which he meticulously labelled.549 In both cases, 
the role of labels as an explanation of the object on show was ignored. 
The position of the APTART artists differed slightly. They did not reject the possibility 
that their art might need to be explained and introduced.550 Rather than employing labels to do 
this, however, they achieved it through live communication. According to Alekseev, someone 
was always ready, not only to let visitors in, as happened at the majority of the apartment 
shows, but also to provide them with all the necessary knowledge about the display.551 Partly, 
the necessity of a guide was presupposed by the abundance of performative works and works 
which required participation. Partly, it can be explained by the desire to communicate with 
their audience, which contributed to the intended ‘club’ atmosphere of APTART. 
The exact numbers and profiles of the visitors are hard to reconstruct, since APTART 
did not produce any visitors’ books or other means of collecting visitors’ feedback. Such a 
decision was presupposed by their aspiration to distance themselves from the mechanisms of 
the state-run exhibition venues as well as to break away from any forms of documentation and 
self-reflection, characteristic of older conceptual artists, substituting it with live 
communication.552  
As Alekseev recalled, during the shows, there always were some visitors, and their 
numbers sometimes reached 50 people a day.553 He described them as ‘students to middle aged 
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professionals’ some of whom ‘looked purposefully extravagant; others were quite average’.554  
There were those who tried to provoke the artists and the viewers by harshly criticising the 
exhibited art or, on the contrary, by trying to engage everyone in openly dissident and anti-
Soviet discussion. Such visitors were quickly asked to leave. The majority, however, were 
rather friendly and genuinely curious.555 
On the one hand, the scale of APTART publicity should not be overestimated. 
Commenting on the type of publics that it attracted Vadim Zakharov claimed that most of them 
belonged to the same ‘lifestyle’.556 He later explained that, by its nature, APTART could not 
attract random people from the street. The fact that one heard about the exhibition meant that 
they already were engaged with some kind of alternative activity, be it art, music, literature or 
any other activities not officially sanctioned by the state.557 On the other hand,  Alekseev noted 
that many of APTART visitors were people that he met there for the first time.558 This offered 
a contrast to the carefully selected and individually invited audience of KD actions or 
Kabakov’s seminars. What brought them to APTART was the aspiration to find an alternative 
space of communication which would not be regulated by the official codes of behaviour and 
would not be characterised by elitism and exclusion. The type of interaction which APTART 
promoted was based on the notion of absurdist humour, a carnivalesque atmosphere and 
senseless jokes. The exhibitions they produced were not over controlled and rigidly 
orchestrated, as in the case of state-run exhibitions, but they were also more accessible and 
easier to join, as compared to the previous conceptual events. Thus, APTART might not be the 
‘first gallery on the 1/6th of the Earth’, but it became the first designated art space of the 
informal public sphere. 
As mentioned, the role of curator-tusovshchik associated with APTART was concerned 
with using an exhibition as a tool to explore and develop interaction among artists and visitors. 
It was not only the relations between the everyday and art, but also the social dynamic and 
patterns of communications that they produced which turned Alekseev’s apartment into an 
alternative art space. Such an understanding of what constitutes space corresponds with the 
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concepts developed by Henri Lefebvre. In The Production of Space, 1991, Lefebvre theorised 
space as a trialectic between three different forces. The first force is what he called ‘conceived 
space’: the power play of capital and the state. The second force is ‘lived space’: the desires of 
the dwellers, their dreams and memories. The third force, finally, is ‘perceived space’: the way 
in which these dwellers actually use it.559 In other words, what Lefebvre called space was the 
dynamic between top-down plans, bottom-up experience and the negotiation between them. 
Space, therefore, is characterised by a continuous social dynamic.560 APTART can also be 
understood as the negotiation between three kinds of spaces: the ‘conceived’ space of the 
standardised Soviet apartment and the ways of living it prescribed; the ‘lived’ space of 
Alekseev’s flat and his everyday experience of it, such as mingling with neighbours or seeking 
privacy or isolation; and the ‘perceived’ space of an artistic club or a gallery. 
The perception of the space was defined by the atmosphere of a light-minded game and 
the absurdist humour that it introduced. The types of interaction which APTART developed 
were a direct critique on KD’s models. Despite the abundance of text-based works, the 
exhibition also featured a large number of physical tactile objects that required more playful 
interaction with them. The analyses of Alekseev’s work, Ia ne liubliu sovremennoe iskusstvo 
[I do not like contemporary art] testifies to this claim. The work took a form of an album 
presenting an art historical essay inscribed in multi-coloured letters, which the artist 
deliberately disrupted by imposing unrelated imagery. This was a gesture towards the 
deconstruction of his own earlier tendency to over-theorise and, at the same time, as an 
affirmation of the visual over the text. As later recalled by the author, the work was initially 
meant to be exhibited in such a way that it would be looked at,561 but, adjusting to the 
developing atmosphere of an exhibition, he rejected this idea and offered the album to visitors 
to flip through, touch and examine. The process of observation was, thus, replaced by a more 
tactile and physical action of flipping through and examining the volume. 
Unlike the mentioned examples of KD’s actions, this interaction that APTART 
promoted was not meant to create an atmosphere of contemplation and observation. On the 
contrary, it was often a critique of KD’s excessive seriousness. A vivid example of this was 
                                               
 
559 Lefebvre, H. (1991). The production of space. Malden, Mass: Blackwell, 2016, p.48 
560 Merrifield, A.  ‘Place and Space: A Lefebvrian Reconciliation’, Transactions of the Institute of British 
Geographers, vol. 18, no. 4, 1993, pp. 516–531. 
561 Alekseev, N. Personal interview with the author, November, 2016 
 
 
 
 
 
 
164  
the action Lieblich that was performed by SZ during APTART na plenere.  Lieblich was the 
title of the second of KD’s actions, 2 April 1976. 25 people were invited to attend the action 
during which an alarm clock, buried in advance under the snow, went off and continued ringing 
after the participants left.562 The  empty action was meant to come into effect as a result of  not 
knowing the action plan, not being able to identify the beginning and the end of the 
demonstrational element.563 SZ re-staged and appropriated the work, transforming its original 
meaning. In their version, participants were invited for a short walk in a forest. The stroll turned 
into a pleasant friendly endeavour which terminated at a small clearing. The action came to an 
end when an alarm clock went off on Zakharov’s pocket. Mocking KD’s procedures SZ handed 
out certificates of participation.  
The reaction was ambiguous. The practice of appropriation was not widespread in 
Soviet art and the action was perceived as plagiarism or a very provocative joke. Monastyrsky, 
who was among the audience, was furious, arguing that they had already done this action and 
that repetition was not possible. Someone from among KD’s usual viewers suggested that SZ 
should be beaten up for such a silly joke. Many others, however, appreciated the joke 
congratulating the artists for their daring attempt to ridicule KD’s monotonous seminars.  
It was not the only case when Monastyrsky’s work appeared in APTART. Another 
example was Monastyrsky’s object Dut’ siuda! [Blow here!] that appeared in The First Group 
Exhibition. It consisted of a black elongated box, with inscription ‘Blow here’ installed on a 
black plinth with a ‘Do not touch’ sign on it. If a visitor blew at the indicated spot, the box fell 
and revealed a sticker on the bottom ‘A.M. E.P. №11 Blow here. Moscow, 1983’ and 
inscription ‘Put back’ on the plinth under the box.564 This work was a part of the series, 
Elementarnaia poeziia [Elementary poetry], which Monastyrsky had started in 1975. Initially, 
he himself performed a sequence of simple actions, such as, in this case, blowing, using a 
number of black boxes. The new context of its display, however, and the invitation to the 
audience to use it removed its ‘transcendental’ nature turning it into a foolish game.565  
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Monastryrsky’s focus on ‘pure concepts’ was lost in favour of the light-minded atmosphere of 
APTART.566  
The type of interaction APTART produced was rather different to that of the earlier 
conceptualists. The absurdist and quizzical actions that visitors were invited to engage in, such 
as reading a comic story inside of a fridge or poking each other with tykalki and bodalki did 
not reveal deep existential meaning, but rather were a foolish senseless game. It was not 
surprising, therefore, that political commentary, such as Pobeda nad Solntsem was also turned 
into an absurdist participatory theatre. APTART did not attempt to deconstruct the Soviet 
ideology or offer direct critique, but rather to destroy sense as such, plunging viewers into a 
visual and verbal confusion that elicited intense emotional reactions spanning both laughter 
and outrage.567  
Mockery and laughter were employed by curator-tusovshchik as a guiding strategy for 
creation of exhibitions. The shows can be defined as carnivalesque performances associated by 
Mikhail Bakhtin with the breaking down of old forms.568  In laughter as a parody of high 
culture, Bakhtin saw the possibility of ‘complete withdrawal from the present order’.569 The 
carnivalesque atmosphere of APTART allowed it to create a platform characterised by anti-
hierarchism, relativity of values, questioning of authority, openness, and joyous anarchy.  
Yurchak identified a particular sort of absurd specific to late-Soviet culture.570 Stiob, 
the form of advanced irony, mockery of absurdist humour developed from the encounter with 
the paradoxes of everyday Soviet life and ‘refused to accept any boundary between seriousness 
and humour, support and opposition, sense and nonsense’.571 It has been present in some 
incarnation throughout centuries of Russian culture, and that it had developed, by the 1980s, 
almost into a separate language of subtext and inference which played an important role in self- 
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and group-identification amongst the informal publics.572 A key part of stiob, was the blurring 
of boundaries between parody and sincerity, the feature which was mastered by APTART.  
However, it was not only the official system that was ridiculed in APTART shows. 
They were equally directed at mocking the seriousness of communication within the conceptual 
circles. The process of cultural mediation, which previously took form of a metaphysical 
ceremony to which only the chosen few were admitted turned into a childish foolish game 
where everyone could participate. APTART was not and never aimed to become a populist 
venue, fully open and easily accessible. However, it signified an important shift from the 
secluded existence of older conceptualists and aimed to bring the wider tusovka around their 
shows. This experience and models developed in APTART became particularly important in 
the following periods of the development of the curatorial practices, when the previous 
boundaries and forms of communication were further distorted by the changing social life. 
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Figure 3.1 N.Alekseev. Chistaia voda prozrachna 
[Pure water is transparent]. The First Group 
Exhibition. APTART. 20 – 31 October. Moscow. 
Author: unknown. Personal archive of A. 
Monastyrsky. 
Figure 3.2 Top: N. Alekseev. Nekotorye veshchi [Some things]. Right: SZ Zakharov says S-
s-s, Skersis says Z-z-z. Left: Gnezdo. Demonstratsiia. Iskusstvo v massy [Demonstration. 
Art into masses].The First Group Exhibition. APTART. 20 – 31 October. Moscow. Author: 
unknown. Personal archive of V. Zakharov 
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Figure 3.3 On the left wall: Gnezdo. Demonstratsiia. Iskusstvo v massy 
[Demonstration. Art into masses] (top), TOTART Nash muraveinik [Our anthill] 
(left), N. Abalakova Summa Archeologia (right). In front TOTART Cherny kvadrat 
[Black Square] and Kniga-ob’ekt [Book-object]. In the corner: M. Roshal’ Iskusstvo 
dlia iskusstva [Art for art’s sake]. On the right wall: works by M. Roshal and SZ. The 
First Group Exhibition. APTART. 20 – 31 October. Moscow. Author: unknown. 
Personal archive of V. Zakharov 
Figure 3.4. TOTART Iskusstvo prinadlezhit [Art belongs] and Kniga-ob’ekt [Book-object]. The First Group 
Exhibition. APTART. 20 – 31 October. Moscow. Author: unknown. Personal archive of V. Zakharov 
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Figure 3.5 TOTART. Iskusstvo prinadlezhit 
[Art belongs] The First Group Exhibition. 
APTART. 20 – 31 October. Moscow. Author: 
unknown. Personal archive of V. Zakharov 
Figure 3.6. Mukhomor. Roman-kholodil’nik 
[Novel-refrigerator]. CAPTION THE WORKS 
The First Group Exhibition. APTART. 20 – 31 
October. Moscow. Author: unknown. 
Personal archive of V. Zakharov 
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Figure 3.7 SZ. On the front: Tank 
Parthenon. On the background: TsSKA-
Spartak. The First Personal Exhibition of SZ.  
January-February, 1983.                                                       
Author: unknown. Personal archive of V. 
Zakharov 
Figure 3.8. SZ. Laski i potselui delaiut 
liudei urodlivymi [Caresses and kisses 
make people ugly]. The First Personal 
Exhibition of SZ.  January-February, 1983.                                                       
Author: unknown. Personal archive of V. 
Zakharov 
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Figure 3.9. SZ. Laski i potselui delaiut liudei urodlivymi [Caresses and kisses make people 
ugly]. The First Personal Exhibition of SZ.  January-February, 1983.                                                       
Author: unknown. Personal archive of V. Zakharov 
Figure 3.10. The Second Personal Exhibition of SZ, 1983.                                                       
Author: unknown. Personal archive of V. Zakharov 
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Figure 3.11 The Third Personal Exhibition of SZ. 10 December 1983. Author: unknown. Personal archive of V. Zakharov 
 
Figure 3.12 The Forth Personal Exhibition of SZ. Dmitry Prigov’s 
flat. 1984. Author: unknown. Personal archive of V. Zakharov 
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Figure 3.13 The Forth Personal Exhibition of SZ. Nikita Alekseev’s flat. 1984. 
Author: unknown. Personal archive of V. Zakharov 
Figure 3.14. V. Mironenko. Realizmus ne proidet [Realism will not pass]. APTART en plain air. Kalistovo, 29 May 
1983. Author: unknown. Personal archive of G. Kiesewalter 
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Figure 3.15 Mikhail Roshal’. Gde zhe vy druz’ia moi kartiny? 
[Where are you, my friends paintings?]. APTART en plain air. 
Kalistovo, 29 May 1983 Author: unknown. Personal archive 
of G. Kiesewalter 
Figure 3.16 K. Zvezdochetov. Chainik [Kettle] APTART en plain air. Kalistovo, 29 May 1983 Author: 
unknown. Personal archive of E. Kuprina-Liakhovich 
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Figure 3.17 N. Alekseev. Vid na more [Sea view]. APTART en plain air. Kalistovo, 29 May 1983 Author: unknown. 
Personal archive of V. Zakharov 
Figure 3.18 Y. Albert. Text works. APTART en plain air. Kalistovo, 29 May 1983 Author: unknown. Personal archive of G. 
Kiesewalter 
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Figure 3.19 N. Alekseev Bibilioteka [Library]. APTART en plain air. Kalistovo, 29 May 1983 Author: unknown. Personal archive 
of G. Kiesewalter 
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Chapter 4. Curator–Tastemaker:  
Amateur Artistic Associations and their viewers, 1987–1990 
 
 
One of the major events in the Moscow art scene in 1987 was the large-scale exhibition, 
Retrospective of the practices of Moscow artists: 1957–1987, created by the newly established 
amateur association of artists and art theorists, ‘Hermitage’, headed by Leonid Bazhanov. 
Similar to many exhibitions discussed in this thesis, the important characteristics of the show 
stemmed not only from the layout of the final display, but from the process of its preparation 
and the issues which arose during that. One incident is particularly important for the current 
study. 
The episode took place during the installation of the first part of the exhibition in the 
Beliaevo exhibition hall. Talochkin, one of the co-organisers of the exhibition, wrote in a letter 
to Mikhail Chernyshev, an émigré artist whose works were included in the exhibition: 
First, they wanted to put you together with Zlotnikov, Slepianov, Turetskii. 
I know it from Loginov’s account, as I did not participate in that installation: 
they had their own display commissions of professional exhibition designers 
that hung the 1920s in the Tretyakov, and Chagall in the Pushkin Museum. 
However, they also bullshit a lot – for example, put you together with those 
abstractionists. So, the hall was ‘falling apart’ after they put Kabakov and 
Yankilevsky on one wall. They tried to move them to different walls, but it 
also did not go well. Apart from that, no one wanted to drag those heavy 
monsters around and try them in different places. But they could not find the 
balance – not by putting Tselkov, nor anything else. But then Bazhanov 
brought in two of your Udvoeniia and put them to the opposite wall. And 
suddenly everything was on its place. The room acquired a leader and 
everything else became its support. […] Next day Kabakov came in to check 
if his works are not too close to each other.  In 5 minutes he rushed out, and 
in an hour Yankilevsky was there asking to change the display. Then 
Kabakov re-appeared and tried to persuade Bazhanov that there was no place 
for geometrical works in this room. […] Bazhanov replied that he understood 
but can’t change the display as this way it was the most beneficial for the 
harmony of the whole composition and for the benefits of the viewers.573 
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As the result of this discussion, the display was not amended and Chernyshov’s, 
Kabakov’s and Yankilevsky’s works remained in place. 
What does this example demonstrate? First, it indicates the decreasing importance of 
social criteria. Whereas, previously, the status of an artist within the alternative art scene had 
often determined the role they played in the construction of an exhibition, in the case of 
Retrospective it was no longer a decisive criterion. Second, the decisions about the placement 
were made with visitors of the show in mind. Bazhanov acknowledged the influence that the 
presentation of the works would have on the views and opinions of the viewers. This becomes 
particularly important in the period discussed in this chapter, 1987-1989, when all the variety 
of alternative art began to become available for audiences who had no prior knowledge of it. 
The role of a curator in these conditions can be defined as that of a tastemaker. 
The emergence of this role was partly informed by the changes in the social and political 
life, discussed in Section 4.1. As mentioned, the process of liberalisation in the art world lagged 
behind as compared to other creative and social spheres. By this time, however, the changes 
had become obvious. The results of the newly introduced policies of glasnost’ [openness] and 
perestroika [restructuring] had their impact on everyday life.574  As Talochkin noted in his 
letter: 
Everyone is now so praised, so praised, that it is terrifying. Chuikov is good, 
and Kabakov is good. […] Only 9 months ago the newspapers wrote that 
Chuikov and Kabakov are not art. That there is no unofficial art, only 
political provocations. But now something weird is happening. Suddenly 
there is such art, and no provocations.575 
Moreover, in 1986, new legislation was introduced that facilitated the process of 
organisation of unprofessional clubs and amateur unions which came together on the basis of 
shared interests. These new structures further facilitated the development of the diverse 
opinions. The encouragement of a pluralism of tastes in turn informed the development of the 
curator-tastemaker function.  
The extent of the reforms should not be overestimated, however. While they created a 
‘feeling of anxious, urgent optimism’, there was also a sense that everything might end 
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tomorrow, or, as American observer Jamey Gambrell put it ‘theoretically it would seem 
nothing is forbidden anymore – but what is actually allowed?’576 
The role of a curator-tastemaker crystallised in the large-scale exhibition Retrospective 
of the practices of Moscow artists: 1957–1987 held in the local exhibition hall in the remote 
Moscow district of Beliaevo that took place between the 19 September and 29 October 1987. 
Moreover, according to its initiator Bazhanov, this was the first case of ‘meaningful curation’. 
Section 4.2 puts to test his argument, exploring the approach the organisers adopted towards 
the construction of the display and supporting events. I shall demonstrate that the exhibition 
was planned as a ‘textbook’ on the development of artistic practices over the last thirty years. 
The rationale behind its creation was to present the audiences who had little, if any, previous 
knowledge of alternative art, with a wide survey of contemporary art practices and to equip 
them with the critical tools for the perception and comprehension of the diversity of artistic 
languages.  
The issue of negotiating the communication with new audiences was urgent not only 
for Hermitage. Section 4.3 focuses on two more examples of newly-established artistic 
organisations, namely the Exhibition Hall in Krasnogvardeiskii district (later known as 
‘Kashirka’), which was associated with the activities of art theorist Vitaly Patsiukov, and the 
First Creative Union of Moscow Artists and the Club of Avant-Gardists [Klava], which settled 
in Proletarskii district, near Avotozavodskaia underground station. Through an analysis and 
comparison of their exhibitions, I shall demonstrate that the functioning of all three 
organisations was determined by their attempts to find the most suitable modes of 
communication with their new viewers.  
The greater inclusion of alternative art in the institutions of the official art system, and 
that system’s growing openness to broader publics, presupposed the need for new criteria for 
assessing the social and artistic value of contemporary art. It became the task of a curator to 
develop such criteria using the exhibition as a tool to test it. Section 4.4 continues the discussion 
of the same role of curator–tastemaker by focusing on its other dimension, namely the 
involvement in the preservation and museumification of alternative art. 
 
                                               
 
576 Gambrell, J. ‘Notes on the Underground’, Art in America, November, 1988 
 
 
 
 
 
 
180  
4.1 State-promoted pluralism of opinions and the new status of alternative art 
 
By the time Leonid Bazhanov organised Retrospective in 1987 he was already well 
known in the field of alternative art. He had graduated from Moscow State University in 1973 
with a thesis on contemporary Russian art, which, as he argued, was one of the first academic 
works in this field in Russia.577 While at the university he had started participating in apartment 
exhibitions, first as an artist, but then increasingly as an exhibition organiser.578 Bazhanov 
believed that it was his involvement in alternative artistic circles that prevented him from being 
accepted for a doctoral degree or being employed by a research institute or a state museum.579 
Nevertheless, he found a job in the Sovetskii Khudozhnik [Soviet Artist] publishing house 
working on the annual volumes of Sovetskoe iskusstvoznanie [Soviet Art Theory]. According 
to Bazhanov this was ‘a niche, were one could make his living, not be accused of “social 
parasitism” and not be obliged to do any rubbish’.580 Importantly, this position had flexible 
hours. Bazhanov organised and participated in numerous popular lectures, discussions and 
exhibitions, which he staged both in his flat and in the spaces of research institutes, factories 
or within the framework of the Club of Art Theorists discussed in Chapter 2. As became clear 
from the discussion of Retrospective, however, in the late 1980s, his practice acquired a new 
status, shifting from a semi-legal and often concealed endeavour to an officially recognised 
enterprise which presupposed a broader and more diverse audience. Retrospective was a big 
step away both from the tongue-in-cheek strategy of the 17 Youth exhibition and the ‘public 
secrecy’ of APTART. 
As mentioned by Talochkin, the idea of creating a large-scale exhibition which would 
provide an overview of the art in the period since Stalin’s death had already been cherished by 
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Bazhanov for some time.581 Such an exhibition had hardly been realisable hitherto. It only 
became possible due to the relative liberalisation of social and cultural life during the 
Gorbachev era.582 Kiesewalter also underlined the importance for the success of the show of 
the newly emerging conditions in which art existed:  
It is hard to say whether it was just Bazhanov who managed to construct the 
show in such a way that it had a certain impact on public, or whether it was 
changing political factors [and changing publics], which allowed him to do 
so.583 
This section is focused on the social and political climate in which Retrospective, as 
well as other exhibitions of that period, were created. It analyses the shifting place and role of 
alternative artistic practices within the Soviet society and discusses the strategies and policies 
of Gorbachev, which eventually led to alternative art gaining its new, more recognisable status. 
Gorbachev came to power in spring 1985 and launched a major attack on the ‘old ways 
of thinking’.584 Already by the summer of 1986, he pointed to the failure of the previous 
leaders’ attempts to deal with the mounting issues within society and called for the restructuring 
of all the institutions within the Soviet system, known as ‘perestroika’.585 Gorbachev’s answer 
to the problems facing the USSR was not only the policy of uskorenie, namely the acceleration 
of socio-economic growth, but also an attempt at the redefinition of relations between the state 
                                               
 
581 Talochkin, L. Letter to Nusberg, L. November, 4, 1987. Folder 5. Archive of the Garage Museum of 
Contemporary Art, Moscow, unpublished, unpaginated 
582 Bazhanov, L. Interview with Kiesewalter, G. (2012) in Kiesewalter, G. (ed.) Perelomnye vos’midesiatye v 
neofitsial’nom Sovetskom iskusstve [ The critical eighties in unofficial Soviet art] Moskva: Novoe Literaturnor 
Obozrenie, 2014. 
583 Kiesewalter, G. Personal interview with the author, November, 2016 
584 English, R.D. Russia and the Idea of the West: Gorbachev, Intellectuals, and the End of the Cold War, New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2000. See also: Pittman, R. J. ‘Perestroika and Soviet cultural politics: The 
case of the major literary journals’, Soviet Studies, №42(1), 1990, pp.111-132 
585 Lane, D. S. Soviet Society Under Perestroika. London: Routledge, 1992, p.13 Also see: Graffy, J. ‘The Arts’ 
in McCauley, M. (ed.) Gorbachev and Perestroika. London: Macmillan in association with the School of 
Slavonic and East European Studies University of London, 1990; Lewin, M. The Gorbachev Phenomenon: A 
Historical Interpretation. Los Angeles, California: University of California, 1991; Miller, J. Mikhail Gorbachev 
and the End of Soviet Power. London: Palgrave Macmillan Limited, 2016 
 
 
 
 
 
 
182  
and the individual.586 This, for example, included his supposedly impromptu walkabouts aimed 
at the popularisation of the image of the Soviet state and his own persona.587 
Part and parcel of perestroika was the policy of glasnost. Being understood as the 
facilitation of public criticism and access to information, it legitimated the articulation of 
individual interests and the answerability of decision-makers to criticism. 588  The press was no 
longer meant to act as merely a transmitter of government policy but had the responsibility to 
articulate a range of views.589 The aim of glasnost, however, was not only to grant greater 
freedom to the press but to expose the real state of affairs. It aimed to return responsibility to 
the individual (to ‘activate the human factor’, in the language of Gorbachev) and create an 
environment in which initiative was seen to be rewarded rather than punished.590 Pluralism of 
views was therefore encouraged.591 
While perestroika was often positioned as a paradigmatic shift, its rupture with the 
preceding social and cultural developments should not be overestimated.592 As was discussed 
in the preceding chapters, already since the 1970s the state-run exhibitions had included an 
increasing diversity of creative styles, genres and media. This diversity informed a degree of 
experimentation with approaches towards exhibition making and types of art displays. 
Moreover, art shows, discussions and seminars happening outside of the institutional art system 
also had an ability to contribute to the development of the presentation and interpretation of 
contemporary art within state-run venues. What differed, however, was that before 1987 this 
                                               
 
586 See: Shlapentokh, V. ‘Public opinion in Gorbachev’s USSR: consensus and polarisation’, Media, Culture & 
Society, №12(2), 1990, pp.153–174; Grey, R. D., Jennisch, L. and Tyler, A. ‘Soviet Public Opinion and the 
Gorbachev Reforms’, Slavic Review, vol. 49, №. 2, 1990, pp. 261–271; Tolz, V. ‘The new role of the media and 
public opinion under Mikhail Gorbachev’, Journal of Communist Studies, №9(1), 1993, pp. 192-209 
587 Ticktin, H. ‘The year after the three general secretaries: Change without change’, Critique, №17:1, 1989, 
pp.113-135 
588 Lane, D. S. Soviet Society Under Perestroika. London: Routledge, 1992, pp.315-335 
589 Ibid, p.318. See also: Gorham, M.S. After Newspeak: Language Culture and Politics in Russia from 
Gorbachev to Putin. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2016; Skillen, D. Freedom of Speech in Russia: Politics 
and Media from Gorbachev to Putin. Abingdon, Oxon; New York, NY: Routledge, 2017 
590 Galeotti, M. Gorbachev and His Revolution. London: MacMillian, 1997, p.56 
591 Miller, J. Mikhail Gorbachev and the End of Soviet Power. London: Palgrave Macmillan Limited, 2016, p.81 
592 Beumers, B., and Zvonkine, E. Ruptures and Continuities in Soviet/Russian Cinema: Styles, Characters and 
Genres Before and After the Collapse of the Ussr. Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon New York Routledge, 2018 
 
 
 
 
 
 
183  
diversity was not purposefully exposed. After Gorbachev’s call for pluralism of opinions state-
run organisations and art institutions and exhibition venues started to highlight their tolerance 
for a variety of styles and genres of art, as a way to foreground their accordance with the Party 
policy.593  
One of the most vivid manifestations of this trend was the exhibition Labirint 
[Labyrinth] held in the Moscow Palace of Youth, 3 June – 14 August 1988. The show was 
enormous, featuring works of almost 250 artists and including as many trends as possible, 
probably out of a fear that the on-going liberalisation might soon come to an end.594 
Commenting on the diversity of the styles included, Art Monthly observer Roxane Permar 
described the show as the place where ‘the energy of raw youth and their yet-underdeveloped 
ideas vied for attention with more sedate, yet not-less-provocative works by older artists’.595 
The review in Sovetskaia Kultura [Soviet Culture] eagerly addressed this variety of standpoints 
highlighting the change from the preceding periods:  
Almost thirty creative unions came together under one roof. They came 
together not by someone’s directing will, but according to the inner logic of 
artistic life. During the last decades, exhibition policy deprived these artists 
not only of the right for a dialogue with a viewer, but also of a possibility to 
see themselves – through other’s eyes, in collaboration, in contrast and 
comparisons. […] Artists’ need to unite for an exhibition is also a sensible 
will to break the system of ‘svoia’ [ours] and ‘chuzhaia’ [others] mythology 
and break through the crust of frozen labels. Think over the titles! Creative 
union MOSKh and Kliutch [Key], Moskvorechie and Skital’tsy 
[Wanderers], Novaia Volna [New Wave] and Arbatr, Tsentr [Centre] and 
Periferiia [Periphery], 21 (Malaia Gruzinskaia) and Krasnyie Vorota [Red 
Gates], Visit and Bez Chetvertogo [Without the Fourth], Koleso [Wheel] and 
Spontan, Club of Avant-Garde Artists and youth commission of MOSKh, 
partnership of artists of Sverdlovskii and Krasnogvardeiskii districts, Dveri 
[Doors] and Koridor [Corridor], Studiia [Studio] and TOTART, Konets 
Veka [End of Century] and gallery on Strastnoi boulevard, Sokol’niki, Molot 
[Hammer] and Chempiony Mira [Champions of the world], Hermitage… 
People are uniting.596 
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Another outcome of Gorbachev’s policy pointed out in the mentioned review was the 
dramatically intensified interest in coming together and establishing all sorts of unions, bands 
and associations.597 This claim can be extended beyond the artistic field to other spheres of 
social life. By the beginning of 1988, one off-hand estimate put the number of existing amateur 
unions and organisations at 30,000;598 a year later the estimate had risen to 60,000.599 While 
neither of these estimates could be confirmed, the scope and growth of group activity is still 
impressive by any historical standard.   
A powerful impetus for the development of group social initiatives was the Statute on 
Amateur Associations, Interest Clubs adopted by the USSR Ministry of Culture on 13 May 
1986.600 According to the statute, such organisations were to be established ‘on the basis of 
voluntary involvement, common creative interests and individual membership for the purpose 
of satisfaction of spiritual needs and interests of people’.601 The terms ‘amateur association’ 
and ‘interest club’ were used interchangeably. The document also stated the major fields of 
their activities, including organisations of ‘aesthetic orientation (fans of music, theatre, cinema, 
literature, songs, visual art, dance, photo art, applied art, etc.)’.602  
 The idea of an amateur organisation based on common interests was nothing new, as 
amateur clubs and unions played an important role throughout the Soviet period. Straight after 
1917 Revolution the Proletkult, an acronym for Proletarskie kul’turno-prosvetitel’skie 
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organizatsii [proletarian cultural-educational organisations], took shape in St Petersburg.603 It 
began as a loose coalition of clubs, factory committees, workers’ theatres and educational 
societies devoted to the needs of the new proletarian class.604 At its peak, in 1920, it claimed 
to have four hundred thousand members organised in a nationwide network of clubs, schools, 
workshops, choirs and theatres.605 Although after 1922 its activities started to die out amateur 
organisations continued to develop and offer a “public forum where participants could express 
their own political and social visions’.606 The cultural thaw of Khrushchev era allowed more 
opportunities for amateur culture to develop.607 For example, in 1956, Sovetskoe Foto journal 
was re-established promoting communication between professional and amateur 
photographers.608 In the following years, amateur culture continued to develop, allowing the 
members of the educated public to shape the cultural landscapes according to their 
preferences.609 Liubitel’skie kruzhki [amateur circles] and various groups for unprofessional 
adult education constituted important vehicles for the development of alternative art.610 
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 Until 1986, the functioning of amateur clubs was regulated by the Statute on Voluntary 
Organisations and Unions of 1932. In light of the reformists’ appeals for creative liberation, 
however, and the facilitation of the development of individual artistic positions, as well as some 
modest critiques of the existing legislation in the press, the previous statute seemed outdated 
and unfit for the new government policy.611 The new statute differed in a number of aspects. 
Firstly, it made the process of the formation of amateur associations much easier. Secondly, it 
changed the structures of their control. In the new legislation, the organisations were subject to 
their founding institutions, such as Houses of Culture, educational institutions, or housing-
municipal organisations, while the Ministry of Culture exercised only a supervisory role and 
was not directly involved in their decision making. This innovation significantly reduced the 
level of intervention of state organs into the functioning of amateur organisations.  Thirdly, 
since the introduction of the new statute, the amateur organisations received more financial 
freedoms.612 For example, in relation to amateur theatres, Costanzo noted that prior to 1986, 
they often had to sell the tickets illegally in order to sustain their functioning, but with the 
introduction of the new statue, they were able to do so officially and use the profit for their 
own development.613  
The adoption of the new legislation signified the mushrooming of all kinds of amateur 
associations. Their amateur status implied that, unlike in the Soviet creative unions, their 
members did not have to be professionally engaged in the spheres of activities which the 
association supported. This status did not stop those professionally trained as artists from 
joining the organisations, however. As I shall further demonstrate in relation to the art 
associations, the members of such unions did not consider their position as amateurs to be a 
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reflection of their incompetence or lack of seriousness.614 While they can be defined as 
neformaly [informals], literal translation of this term can be misleading.615 Disregarding their 
legal status, many such groups developed very formalised procedures and professionalism and 
intended to create competition for the state institutions engaged in the mediation of culture.  
The emerging amateur clubs was the next stage in the development of the informal 
publics. What was the difference between such communities of people in the Brezhnev era 
compared to the Gorbachev period? In both cases such groups consisted of those united by 
their views, standpoints and preferences, often diverging from the mainstream. In both cases 
their members wished to state and discuss their opinions. The difference between them lay in 
the publics to whom their discussions were addressed. During the Brezhnev era the informal 
activities had to remain a ‘publicly performed secret’: they either had to be conducted as a 
hidden element of a state-approved project, as the 17 Youth Exhibition was, or remain a niche 
endeavour, neither hidden, nor advertised, such as APTART gallery. In both cases, the publics 
of this projects were limited by the already existing participants of the informal public sphere. 
Gorbachev’s reforms removed the element of secrecy, and as informal groups became more 
accepted in Soviet society, they aimed at addressing a wider set of the public than before. In 
this way they contributed to the further development of the informal public sphere and basic 
forms of civil society in the USSR.616 At the same time they had to transform their modes of 
address to suit the new expanding publics. 
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The level of liberalisation and the promotion of diverse opinions should not be 
overestimated, however. While informal groups and alternative lifestyles were praised as 
tangible evidence of social activation and civic initiative, they were often supported only 
insofar as the social forces activated were perceived to be socially desirable.617 As the following 
analysis of Retrospective demonstrates, the creation of an alternative art display still required 
a lot of negotiation with the controlling institution, which often resulted in direct orders to 
remove certain works deemed ‘unfavourable’ for the image of the country. Retrospective tested 
the limits of the permissible.  
 
4.2 Retrospective of the Practices of Moscow artists: 1957–1987, September – October 1987 
 
One of the associations established as the result of 1986 statute was ‘Hermitage’, 
registered by Bazhanov, Loginov and a number of fellow artists on 25 December 1986 as a 
‘voluntary organisation of amateur artist, architects, film-makers and photographers, based on 
their common interests’.618 Despite its seemingly dilettante nature, from the very start it had 
very professionally oriented goals. Initially it was supposed to take the form of a photo studio 
located in the Hermitage gardens, a recreational space in the centre of Moscow, after which it 
got its name.619 Already during the first discussion about its establishment, however, its 
organiser, Bazhanov, set out much more ambitious aims. Hermitage was envisaged not as a 
temporary retreat and a quiet alternative to the existing institutions, such as APTART was, or 
as a popular, but short-term experiment in the manner of the 17 Youth exhibition, but as a 
permanent public space which would complement, or even compete with, the existing state 
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artistic organisations.620 Bazhanov aspired for the creation of a cultural institution which would 
become an analogue of the Institute of Contemporary Art in London or the Centre Pompidou 
in Paris and which would eventually acquire its own collection. The aim of such an institution 
was to educate the wider public, building their knowledge in the field of contemporary culture 
as well as to promote art amongst both Soviet and, potentially, international audiences. 
Retrospective was seen as a learning process in respect to the principles of building such a 
collection and delivering it to the public. 
Initially, the organisation was supposed to be allocated a venue in the central Moscow 
garden.621 As the prospects for this seemed rather vague, however, and the local city authorities 
did not give any guarantees as to the availability of the exhibition space, Hermitage started 
organising shows straight after its official establishment, without yet having any venue. The 
first show was held in the office of the municipal authority responsible for registering amateur 
associations in April 1987. The second took place in a central outdoor location on Strastnoi 
Boulevard, coinciding with the celebration of 1 May 1987.622 Creating the shows in the state 
organisations and on the streets was a symbolic reference to the Bulldozer and Izmailovo 
exhibitions, September 1974, and the first alternative projects held in the state venues, such as 
the Beekeeping exhibition, February 1975, and the House of Culture, September 1975. As 
Bazhanov recalled, however, the ease with which the authorities treated their projects signified 
a new stage in the development of the relations between artists and the state and inspired him 
towards future experiments.623 
The organisational documents of Hermitage were similar to the documentation of the 
17 Youth exhibition since to a great extent they served as a way to appease the local city 
authorities responsible for the supervision of its activities and potentially appeal to the 
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strategies of the Ministry of Culture. For example, the ‘Ratification for the relevance of the 
association’ claimed that the approach towards mediation of culture adopted by the association 
would contribute to the restructuring and liberalisation advocated by the Party.624 Specifically, 
it emphasised Hermitage’s potential to engage with diverse cultural groups and movements, 
thereby overcoming the issue of the exclusion of alternative art from social life and, thus, 
developing new forms of participation for citizens that would contribute to the strategy of 
cultural pluralism and meet the demands of the new state policy.625 While at the 17 Youth 
exhibition, however, the tongue-in-cheek strategy was employed in order for the exhibition to 
be allowed, in the case of Hermitage it was done in order to receive resources for the clubs 
functioning rather than permission for its activities.  
 Notwithstanding its amateur status, Hermitage outlined very formal procedures for its 
work.626 Its major goals were summarised as follows: to facilitate cultural development, raising 
interest in innovative ideas, to familiarise audiences with national and global cultures, to 
develop morality and to acquire professional skills.627 The activities of the association were 
separated into four fields: educational, creative, research and propagandist.628 Being a platform 
for cultural collaboration and exchange, it was planned to include all the genres of art and to 
structure its works according to four sections: art studies and art criticism, painting and 
graphics, photo and video art, and architecture.629 Unlike the Artists’ Union, however, the 
organisation aimed at the intersections and transfusion between these genres, thereby offering 
a new multidisciplinary approach. By establishing these principles of functioning Hermitage 
aimed to offer an alternative to the Artist’s Unions and to develop new means for the cultural 
presentation and interpretation of contemporary art.630 
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The mentioned principles of functioning can partly be explained by the desire of 
Hermitage members to appeal to the local authorities and secure a better exhibition hall and 
potential funding. The accounts of the organisation’s activities, however, also testified to the 
formal atmosphere of the organisation. One of its defining features was a clearer organisational 
structure as compared to the other examples of artists’ self-organisation discussed in the 
previous chapters. It did not have an exhibition committee but had a number of appointed 
specialists assigned to exercise certain roles.631 For example, Talochkin outlined in his letter 
his arrangements with the association. He was initially invited to be the administrator and was 
promised the position of collection keeper once the plans for the collection were realised.632 
He described his contribution as working “on his own segment within the big enterprise” and 
claimed that the talent of Bazhanov was in attracting the best specialist for certain tasks.633 In 
contrast with the 17 Youth exhibition, where the roles and responsibilities of the involved 
parties were somewhat blurred and the preparation of the exhibition was based on collective 
decision making, Hermitage offered a more formalised and structured approach. 
Bazhanov mentioned the importance of establishing connections with educational 
institutions in order to facilitate the growing professionalisation of Soviet art and its healthy 
development.634 This idea was not new, since Nikich, for example, had organised a number of 
meetings between artists and students during the 17 Youth exhibition, and a number of 
individuals, such as Miuda Iablonskaia, then a lecturer at Moscow State University and a 
researcher of Soviet female art, took their students on studio visits in order to give them a more 
comprehensive understanding of the Moscow art scene.635 Hermitage offered another solution 
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to this issue by hiring a number of students from Moscow State University as their consultants 
and potentially planning to make this their regular practice. 
In a matter of a few months, Hermitage acquired around one hundred members, 
including artists, photographers, designers, architects and art theorists, most of whom were 
members of the Soviet creative unions and who thus considered themselves professionals rather 
than amateurs, despite the title of the association.636 In 1987, Moscow City Council provided 
the association with a temporary lease for an exhibition hall in Beliaevo district.637 Despite its 
remoteness from the centre of the city, the area had long been on the map of Moscow cultural 
life, as it was close to the location of the Bulldozer exhibition. Moreover, the venue itself was 
spacious enough and suitable for a wide range of projects.638 
The first exhibition, titled Reprezentatsiia [Representation], was held there 11 June – 
9 July, 1987 and included works of all of the members of the association (Fig. 4.1).639 The 
show did not offer the criticality and analytical approach that Bazhanov advocated and, thus, 
did not fit within the overall strategy of the association but rather became a celebration of the 
association having acquired a new permanent home.640 The archival photographs reflect the 
formality of the event, which even included ribbon-cutting ceremony. 
The approach, however, quickly changed. As Bazhanov argued retrospectively, he 
aimed to investigate every aspect of contemporary art, but rather than putting together the 
shows himself or placing their organisation in the hands of the artists, as was traditionally done, 
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he tried to find the most relevant person to do that.641 While the term was not used by him at 
that time, these roles can be regarded as ‘guest curators’. For example, one of his ideas was to 
reflect on the phenomenon of APTART and the concept of an exhibition as an immersive 
installation which was developed by the artists. Initially he planned to invite Nikita Alekseev, 
the founder of APTART, to produce such a show.642 Alekseev, however, had just emigrated to 
France.643 The choice of ‘curator’ therefore fell on another prominent APTART member, 
Vadim Zakharov. Bazhanov’s initiative, combined with Zakharov’s artistic vision, resulted in 
the exhibition Zhilishche [Habitat] held on 5 September 1987.644 
A similar strategy was implemented during the preparation of the Retrospective 
exhibition. Bazhanov invited a number of specialists whom he considered to be the experts in 
certain areas of contemporary art and culture, while he and Oleg Loginov exercised the major 
organisational roles, bringing together all the elements of the project.645 The ‘invited co-
curators’ included Leonid Talochkin, at that time still a guard in the Architect’s Union Club 
but one of the best experts and collectors of the art of the 1950s–1960s, Andrei Erofeev, then 
a researcher in the Central Research Institute of Architecture and Maria Bessonova, a specialist 
from the Pushkin Museum.646 
Retrospective was first mentioned by Talochkin in August 1987 when he wrote to 
Vorobiev that he had started working on a large-scale exhibition which would include art from 
the late 1950s till the 1980s, with a major emphasis on the growing artistic freedoms of the 
1960s.647 At that time, the show was envisaged as a year-long project in which the works would 
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be constantly rotated and amended.648 As he stated, by August, the selection process had 
already started in Moscow and he was working on finding the most representative works by all 
the artists he was proposing.649 By this time, Talochkin himself had assembled a significant 
collection of art, a lot of which was included in the show.650 On several occasions, however, 
he pointed to the difficulty of locating and accessing certain pieces. For example, he mentioned 
that Vasily Sitnikov, whom he considered to be ‘one of the best practitioners of his time’ had 
to be left out of the show as none of his works were available in the USSR.651 
The most active phase of the preparation of the exhibition started three weeks before 
the opening, once other collaborators joined the process in early September.652 Critics of the 
show blamed the organisers for such a rushed preparation.653 These three weeks saw 
considerable alterations to the initial concept. The restrictions on the use of the public venue, 
as well as the considerable number of artists and works that were included, made the organisers 
reconsider their initial idea of one large changing exhibition and the display was split into three 
parts, all of which a viewer was meant to attend to get a full historical retrospective of the art 
of the preceding three decades. Moreover, Talochkin’s original focus on the 1960s was also 
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revised. More works were added to the show, including those of Moscow Conceptualists and 
the young artists of the so-called Russian New Wave. Others, however, had to be dropped.654 
Relying on the expertise of the invited specialists, Bazhanov accepted their suggestions 
with only minor comments.655 He insisted, however, on the inclusion of artists whom neither 
Talochkin nor Erofeev were initially willing to show due to their supposed traditionalism. This 
was the case with some artists of ‘left MOSKh’, such as Ilia and Lev Tabenkin, Garif Basyrov, 
Natalia Nesterova, Vladimir Ratner and Viktor and Natalia Elkonin.656 Such artists were 
outside of the usual social circle of the other organisers and their art practices seemed to be of 
little interest to Talochkin and Erofeev. Nonetheless, Bazhanov was resolute in his intention to 
show the full diversity of artists, disregarding their political stances and relations with the state: 
The inclusion of some of the MOSKh artists caused disapproval from my 
colleagues. But what is good art? Those artists had a lot of followers, they 
established a certain vision in art and even if it was not that ground-breaking, 
it was influential for many and it was part of artistic life as it was. We were 
not in the position to deprive viewers of something that might have elicited 
interest and response from their side.657 
While this position might be regarded as a way to sweeten the authorities, on other 
occasions Bazhanov’s decisions was at odds with the official cultural strategy. For example, 
the decision to include 20 émigré artists supported by all the organisers was received negatively 
by the local administration and the City Council.: 
At some point it all reminded us of 1975 [The time of the complex 
negotiations with the authorities about the 40 censored works at the House 
of Culture exhibition]. From the very start there was an uneasy conflict with 
the local administration, which was worried that something might happen 
because of émigrés being included in the display. In fact, it was the first 
precedent and it had to be created, so that in future we could work freely. 
Previously, the only case was a one-day show within the cultural programme 
of the youth exhibition, where Lidia Masterkova was shown, but it remained 
unnoticed. The display of graphic works opened on time, but on 
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Profsoiuznaia [Beliaevo] it had to be delayed for three days, as lists of 
participants were ‘negotiated’ with the directorate.658 
The most heated discussion surrounded the works of three artists: Oscar Rabin, who 
had been forcefully deprived of Soviet citizenship in 1978, Ernst Neizvestny, who signed the 
Letter of Ten,659 and Igor Shelkovskii, artist and publisher of A-Ya, the alternative émigré 
Russian art review. According to the newspaper Sovetskaia Kul’tura, all of them, by ‘being 
abroad, chose the path of active resistance to our country, to socialism, to perestroika’ and, 
thus, their works were not suitable for display.660 As a result of those ‘negotiations’, however, 
only Rabin had to be taken out of the major display.661 Even so, his works were still shown 
within the framework of the cultural programme at the evening devoted to the Lianozovo 
School on the 6 October.662 Despite all the obstacles, the exhibition in Beliaevo opened on the 
22 September, 1987. 
Two cases reveal some peculiarities of the curator-tastemaker’s role. On the one hand, 
the gatekeeper’s function remained crucial. What constituted ‘good art’ was defined by the 
curator, Bazhanov in this case, who decided on the inclusion of the works. On the other hand, 
the motivations of the curator and the selection criteria had evolved. Bazhanov’s role, at least 
as outlined in the accounts above, bears a lot of similarities with the role assumed by the 
Russian intelligentsia of the late 19th – early 20th centuries. Often basing their beliefs on very 
romanticised and idealised views of Russian peasants and their relations with them, the 
intelligentsia ‘yearned to serve, enlighten and, if need be, sacrifice itself’.663 In a similar vein, 
Bazhanov seemed to be motivated by the desire to allow those previously uneducated and 
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experienced in contemporary art viewer to develop their knowledge and tastes. This attitude 
was reflected not only in the selection, but also in the spatial arrangement of the show. 
The show took place in two venues, the remote Beliaevo exhibition hall and the 
MOSKh gallery on the central Petrovskie Linii street, which had been given to the organisers 
by the Artists’ Union for this occasion only.664 In the first location, the display was split into 
two parts, divided chronologically. 1975 was chosen as the dividing milestone which signified 
the change in the relations between art and society and, thus, in the artistic practices.665 The 
first part of the exhibition, 22 September – 11 October, 1987, presented artworks produced 
before 1975, when escapism and secrecy were preferred to attempts at a public dialogue. The 
display opened with the ‘old masters’ of Soviet alternative art, such as Aleksandr Tyshler, 
Robert Falk and Nadezhda Udal’tsova.666 Through the chronological presentation, the show 
intended to demonstrate the development of several artistic trends. The arrangement of the 
works on the display departed from the traditional grouping by ‘circles’. For example, one 
would not find there a ‘corner for the Lianozovo school’ as was generally expected of a large-
scale exhibition of alternative Soviet art’.667 Instead, those artists were positioned within the 
wider developments of artistic trends and the evolution of artistic style from realist paintings 
to abstraction and early conceptual works, exemplified here by Kabakov, Chernyshev, 
Odnoralov and Roginskii.668  
The first part was open for two weeks, after which the works were taken down and a 
new display was assembled. The second part, 14 October – 29 October, 1987, focused on the 
influence on artistic practices of the Bulldozer and Izmailovo exhibitions. It tracked the 
development of the Moscow Conceptual School and the growing importance of the role of the 
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viewers.669 This was exemplified, for example, by a number of Gnezdo works, previously 
included in the House of Culture exhibition, September 1975. They were positioned next to the 
documentation of the KD actions (Figs. 4.2–4.3). When placed together, the works exemplified 
the difference in the understanding of publics and their engagement. Significant attention was 
paid to APTART gallery and the artists associated with it (Fig.4.4). A separate section explored 
the appropriation of official Soviet symbolism in contemporary artistic practices (Fig. 4.5). 
While the previous part of the display had focused primarily on painting, the second display 
also reflected the experimentation of artists with new media and included works such as Kniga-
ob’ekt by TOTART which challenged the traditional Soviet classification of artistic media 
(Figs.4.2–4.5). 
The third part was held on Petrovskie Linii throughout the duration of the whole project, 
19 September – 20 October 1987. Archival images of the event reflect the difference in the 
atmosphere and mood between the two venues. Unlike the Beliaevo exhibition hall, which 
presented the more experimental works and offered more freedom for their arrangement, 
Petrovskie Linii looked much more conventional. It showcased works on paper, along with 
some sculptural works, and the organisation of the display was not much different from the 
style of the ‘Soviet Salon’ (Figs. 4.6–4.7). 
An important element of the show was its supporting cultural programme, which 
encompassed a series of discussions and short-term exhibitions aimed at providing a better 
understanding of the art presented in the main display.670 For example, one of such exhibitions 
investigated the phenomenon of the Liаnozovo School, not studied within the main exhibition 
itself. It included the works of Oscar Rabin, banned from the main display, alongside 
Vechtomov, Kropivnitskie, Masterkova, Nemukhin, and Potapova. The exhibition was also 
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supported by an evening of discussions, where Bazhanov and other members of Hermitage 
analysed the practices and influences of the artists united by this umbrella term. This practice 
of supporting programmes was not new and has already been discussed in relation to the 17 
Youth exhibition. What distinguished the events organised within Retrospective, however, was 
their educational character as compared to the spirit of entertainment that was evident in the 17 
Youth exhibition. While Hermitage, aspired to create a platform for discussion and 
communication, it favoured its function of enlightening the population. The educational 
programme was an important element within this.  
The exhibition was well attended, both by a general and a specialist audience, including 
foreign art professionals, but provoked very mixed reactions.671 Both the vehement criticism 
in the Soviet press and the sympathetic comments of the members and supporters of Hermitage 
emphasised the same aspect, however; namely, the power of the organisers’ decision to 
influence the perception of the selected works. As I shall further discuss the commentators 
assessed not so much the art works included, but how they were presented, thereby focusing 
on the quality of curatorial work. This shift was not completely news and was already discussed 
in relation to the 17 Youth exhibition. The difference was that the 17 Youth exhibition was the 
show organised by the Soviet creative union. Unlike it, Retrospective was a product of an 
amateur association. Nevertheless, in the reviews discussed below it was its professionalism 
that was judged. Thus, alternative amateur art organisation was recognised as an important 
element in institutional system of cultural mediation. 
The responses of the major Soviet newspapers were pejorative. The exhibition became 
a subject of discussion in two major publications, Sovetskaia Rossiia [Soviet Russia], the 
newspaper of the Central Committee of the Communist Party, and Sovetskaia Kul’tura [Soviet 
Culture], published by the Ministry of Culture.672 What both of the articles had in common 
was their claim that the new freedoms and readiness of the Soviet state to allow a display of 
‘abstract expressionism, and surrealism, and pop art, and kineticism, and conceptualism and 
all the other “isms”’ significantly changed the position of alternative art and its value.673 Once 
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the works and their authors were ‘deprived of the aura of persecution, un-freedom, 
“undergroundness”, unofficial status’, they became boring and not worthy of visitors’ 
attention.674 The exhibition, therefore, was an attempt to provoke a scandal, to recreate the 
spirit of sensation around the works in order to add at least some value to the exhibited pieces. 
As the author of the former article argued, the exhibition in question ‘used the situation of 
glasnost’ in an ‘attempt to cast a shadow on the same glasnost, democratisation and 
perestroika’.675 According to him, the organisers had failed in their task of providing a realistic 
and honest representation of the contemporary Soviet art scene by purposefully bringing into 
the exhibition anything which could cause controversy. 
The author of the later article in Sovetskaia Kul’tura, Igor Dudinskii, was one of the 
artists exhibiting in Gorkom. Despite his works being rather traditional compared to many, he 
still had close connections with the alternative art scene.676 His reaction to the show was far 
from sympathetic, however. He opened up his discussion by describing the prehistory of the 
exhibition, going back to the emergence of the alternative art scene in the mid-1950s. Since 
then, as Dudinskii claimed, some artists, presumably including himself, managed to fit into the 
‘productive rhythm of the country’, while the others continued to emphasise their 
‘unappreciatedness’ and ‘independence’.677 Retrospective presented the works of ‘the 
unrecognised’ and left it to the viewer to decide whether they were ‘emperors with no clothes, 
charlatans, or serious curious researchers’.678 Dudinskii placed a lot of the importance on the 
exhibition itself, on the basis that the quality of display and presentation would determine 
viewers’ opinions. In this regard, he argued that the exhibition disappointed his expectations 
due to the lack of professionalism of its organisers: 
Entering the hall, he [a viewer] found himself amid a chaotic, unstructured 
agglomeration of very average and quite monotonous canvases, which were 
dominated by cold, soulless, ‘Western-oriented’ geometrical abstractions, 
which are absolutely antagonistic to the romantic spirit of the Moscow 
School of painting. They flicker in front of the eyes, but there is absolutely 
nothing to rest your gaze on. Was this total boredom really forbidden? Or 
                                               
 
674 Ibid. 
675 Ibid. 
676 Kiesewalter, G. Personal interview with the author, November, 2016. 
677 Dudinskii, I. ‘Jantar' ili Shcheben'. [Amber or Chipping]’. Sovetskaia kul’tura. November, 14, 1987. 
678 Ibid.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
201  
maybe it was only right to protect the viewer from such ugliness. A random 
display of works like this cannot even be called an exhibition.679 
Alongside the incompetence of the organisers in creation of a well-shaped display 
Dudinsky also pointed to their inappropriate works selection. He argued that a lot of space was 
taken up by works with no artistic value simply for the sake of creating a cheap sensation. 
Among such works were those by émigré artists, such as Oscar Rabin, Ernst Neizvestny and 
Igor Shelkovskii. Similar to the author of the previous article, Dudinskii saw the inclusion of 
these provocative works as the exhibition’s major flaw. 
Both of the articles led to unfavourable consequences for the association. The day after 
the first article came out, a flood occurred in Petrovskie Linii exhibition hall. None of the works 
were damaged, but it placed the exhibition at the threat of closure. Both Talochkin and 
Bazhanov associate this accident with an attempt by the authorities to drive them out of the 
space.680 A few days later, on the 7 October, the directorate of the Beliaevo exhibition hall did 
not allow the venue to be opened to the public.681 Fortunately, these issues were soon resolved 
and both venues continued to function normally. Talochkin links this positive development 
with the sudden change of political climate and the ‘victory of Gorbachev’s line’.682 
Dudinskii’s article caused a similar reaction. When it came out, Retrospective was already de-
installed. The exhibition on show at that moment showcased children’s drawings and 
illustrations. Straight after the publication, however, the exhibition was attended by local 
government representatives and several works were withdrawn from the display.683 As there 
was hardly anything controversial in the show of children’s drawings, the only reason for such 
an action could be intention of the authorities to show their dissatisfaction with the activities 
of Hermitage. 
                                               
 
679 Ibid. 
680 Talochkin, L. Letter to Chernyshev, M. 15 November 1987, Folder 5, Archive of the Garage Museum of 
Contemporary Art, Moscow, unpublished, unpaginated. 
681 Ibid.  
682 Talochkin, L. Letter to Kotliarov, V. 10 January, 1987, Folder 5, Archive of the Garage Museum of 
Contemporary Art, Moscow, unpublished, unpaginated. 
683 Bazahnov, L. Personal Interview with the author, November, 2016 
 
 
 
 
 
 
202  
Unlike the reviews in the Soviet press, Leonid Talochkin, in his correspondence with 
émigré artists and diary entries, emphasised the professionalism of Bazhanov’s approach.684 
He responded to Dudinskii’s accusations about the unprofessional and weak organisation of 
the display by stressing that the association was far from being amateur, and was in fact the 
most professional creative institution of the period in terms of its ability to offer an analytical 
and considered approach towards art.685  
Also contrary to the claims of Soviet observers, Bazhanov argued in his later accounts 
of the show that Retrospective did not aim to become a sensation in the sense that preceding 
alternative art exhibitions had, such as those at VDNKh in 1975 or the 17 Youth exhibition in 
1987. It was not a fight for the right to be on public view or to be accepted in the state-run 
venue. Rather it was an aspiration to find a better way to incorporate previously neglected 
artistic practices into the existing cultural history and theory, and to develop new methods for 
supporting new ways of thinking and engagement with art among the viewers.686 While this 
rhetoric can, to a certain extent, be influenced by the retrospective attempts to contextualise the 
show in the history of Soviet art, Bazhanov’s interest in building connections between different 
segments of Soviet art can be traced to much earlier. For example, already at the beginning of 
the 1970s, Bazhanov co-created the exhibition in the Youth Section of the MOSKh venue on 
Zheltovskogo street (now Ermolaievskii pereulok). The show presented a wide range of 
artworks, from the realist painting of Evgenii Vakhtangov to conceptual pieces by Gnezdo, and 
aimed to create a typology of Soviet art. Such a concept was also supported by a table, created 
especially for the exhibition as a ‘very naive and romanticised analogue of the periodic table 
of Mendeleev’ where all the ‘elements’ of Soviet art were represented.687 The same aspiration 
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to trace the connections, common influences and differences between the artistic styles 
informed Bazhanov’s practice within the Club of Art Theorists. 
Similar to Chernenko, Bazhanov pointed to the gradual removal of an atmosphere of 
censorship and restraint around their art. He acknowledged the previous ‘scandalous aura 
created around the alternative art’ and the ‘hustle and antagonism towards some of the works 
included’. 688  For him, however, the erasure of the ‘forbidden’ status did not result in the 
decline of the potential interest towards the works but prompted new relations between art and 
viewers.  Bazhanov saw the exhibition as the first step which would contribute to the renewed 
‘aesthetic upbringing’ of the visitors, teaching them tolerance, breaking the unfavourable 
atmosphere surrounding some of the authors and helping to overcome the existing barriers.689 
Bazhanov, thus, assumed a role of a new tastemaker, aiming to educate the Soviet people 
through the show. Using his experience and knowledge, he created the exhibitions as a textbook 
aimed at providing the viewers with some critical tools and facilitating critical thinking in the 
interpretation of contemporary Soviet art.  
 
4.3. Art and its Publics in the Years of Perestroika 
 
 
The new status of alternative art provided the artists with new opportunities and 
freedoms, such as more permanent and secure access to local exhibition halls and some 
financial support from the City Council. Most importantly, however, it facilitated the greater 
exposure of alternative art to general audiences and, thus, entailed the need to find new ways 
of dealing with new publics. One solution of how to communicate with the viewers was 
proposed by Hermitage. I suggest labelling this model as ‘educational’. 
The approach of Hermitage stemmed from their aspiration to become a public cultural 
art institution engaging with a wider audience than the closed circle of those who visited the 
apartment exhibitions of the early 1970s. While APTART and the 17 Youth exhibition partly 
succeeded in this task, their visitors were still dominated by those belonging to alternative 
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crowds. Bazhanov’s incentive was to create a platform for collaboration and discussion 
between diverse groups of professional and general publics. The unpreparedness of the general 
audience for dealing with contemporary art, which often resulted in their negative perception, 
was seen as one of the obstacles that Hermitage aimed to overcome.690 As Retrospective 
demonstrated, the association aimed to compensate for this lack of knowledge of the diversity 
of contemporary art and to stipulate the development of diverse views, tastes and opinions. 
Bazhanov, and other co-creators of the show, used their knowledge, experience and authority 
of the art world to create their critical image of it and facilitate the development of the public’s 
competency in the field of contemporary art. It was also the task of exhibition curators to 
overcome the hostility with which many visitors initially approached less traditional art, which 
was often caused by their failure to understand the exhibited works.  
This was not the only approach emerging at that time, however. Discussing the 
exhibitions of the late 1980s, Soviet and Russian art critic Evgeny Barabanov outlined two 
other models.691 The first can be seen as a return to the model of the ‘victorious’ exhibitions of 
the 1970s which, by the inclusion of as many works and artists as possible, celebrated their 
‘victory’ over the restrictions of state-sponsored exhibition halls. Such an approach was 
exemplified by the Beekeeping and House of Culture exhibitions in 1975, and later by large-
scale exhibitions in Gorkom. These were ‘heterogeneous eclectic expositions of different 
trends which shuffled various artists of the Moscow underground’.692 In the late 1980s, this 
model was implemented by the Kashirka gallery. Founded in 1986, it gained its reputation for 
the exhibition Khudozhnik i sovremennost’ [The artist and contemporaneity], organised by The 
First Creative Union of Moscow Artists on 6 – 27 February, 1987. As I shall further discuss, 
this model, which I suggest labelling ‘populist’, tended towards satisfying the demands and 
expectations of the general public.  
The second model, on the contrary, was overtly exclusive, deliberately recreating the 
atmosphere of the closed apartment displays. In this case, the participants as well as the 
organisers of exhibitions were united by ‘long-standing common views, friendship, destiny and 
                                               
 
690 Bazhanov, L. Personal interview with the author, November, 2016. 
691 Barabanov, E. ‘Pered kontsom veka [Before the end of the century]’ in Kiesewalter, G. (ed.) Perelomnye 
vos’midesiatye v neofitsial’nom Sovetskom iskusstve [ The critical eighties in unofficial Soviet art] Moskva: 
Novoe Literaturnor Obozrenie, 2014, pp.103-136 
692 Ibid. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
205  
theoretical speculations’.693 This model was realised by the Club of Avant-Gardists [Klava], 
founded in 1987. It included only conceptual artists and was not interested in incorporating or 
collaborating with artists outside of their circle. Often seen as a successor of APTART, the 
organisation remained a niche endeavour. Moreover, responding to the shock of greater 
exposure and contact with unprofessional viewers brought about by the Gorbachev era, it 
returned to the elitist and exclusive approach towards engaging with their publics, which 
APTART tried to oppose. As I shall discuss further, the model of Klava exhibitions, which I 
call ‘elitist’, was created with a very limited circle of people-in-the-know in mind. Even when 
taking place in public spaces, Klava’s exhibitions were turned inwards. 
Analyses of the evolution of the associations, as well as the discussion of their most 
representative exhibitions make it possible to investigate the formation of the models named 
above further. This section aims to discuss the differences and similarities of those models and 
argues that growing public exposure was the driving force for the development of the principles 
of curation. A comparison between these three associations, Hermitage, Kashirka and Klava, 
would help to develop a better understanding of the place and functions of a curator, as well as 
of the curator’s role in addressing and constructing the audience. 
 
4.3.1 Kashirka Gallery: A Populist Approach to Art Exhibitions 
 
Similar to Hermitage, the Kashirka gallery was located in a remote part of the city but 
conveniently situated close to an underground station, which made it easily accessible.694 The 
venue soon gained a reputation, both among locals not professionally engaged in art and the 
participants of the Moscow art scene.695 What contributed to its popularity was its open-minded 
administration, as well as the local council and their attempts to follow the new liberal policies 
in the country. The director of the exhibition hall at that time was Natalia Vladmirovna 
Tsygikalo, a ‘young woman of liberal views, who was genuinely interested in alternative 
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art’.696 Seeking to increase the attendance of the venue, she was one of the first officials to 
recognise the growing demand for alternative art exhibitions. Moreover, the raikom [district 
committee] and ispolkom [executive committee] responsible for the control of the venue did 
not intervene too much in the development of the venue.697 
The aspiration to use alternative art as a means to raise the popularity of the exhibition 
hall echoed the objectives of the sociologists working on the 17 Youth exhibition. In the case 
of Kashirka, however, its intended audience was more mainstream and had more conservative 
expectations of what should be displayed in a public art venue, even a liberal-minded one. 
Moreover, the works were often available for sale. This meant that commercial interests, which 
had only just started to develop on the Moscow alternative scene, also informed the 
composition of the displays. Arguably, the interest in attracting an audience and the desire to 
satisfy their expectations determined the ensuing development of the exhibition space.  
The role of Tsygikalo in the exhibition-making process can be best described as a 
talented manager. While she was mostly involved in the administrative aspects, the conceptual 
decisions were often taken by artists and other art professionals.698 While her name is 
commonly omitted from the retrospective accounts of the venue, the person who is usually 
referred to as its ‘curator’ is Vitaly Patsiukov. By the time he began his activities in Kashirka, 
Patsiukov had already gained reputation as the director of the touring exhibitions in the Art 
Fund and also served as the head of visual arts in Dom Narodnogo Tvorchestva [House of 
People’s (or Folk) Art]. The strategy that Patsiukov adopted was close to the one expressed by 
Tsygikalo, namely, increasing the popularity of the venue by the inclusion of a more diverse 
range of works, genres, media and styles than had traditionally been shown in state-sponsored 
venues. Unlike that of Bazhanov, Patsiukov’s choice of participants was presupposed not by 
the attempt to create a textbook-like display or construct a critical overview of contemporary 
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art. It was informed by an aspiration to entertain visitors who were at least partly informed by 
their expectations of what ‘unofficial’ art should be like. 
The first exhibition in the space, which was widely discussed among both professional 
and general visitors, was The artist and contemporaneity, 6-27 February, 1987. This project 
was a joint effort of Patsiukov and the newly emerged First Creative Union of Moscow Artists. 
This organisation, initiated by Prigov and Orlov, members of the Artists’ Union and chairmen 
of the Club of Sculptors, was another result of the recently accepted legislation on private 
associations and clubs.  It united artists described by Gambrell as ‘a sort of neformaly 
[informals] within the Moscow [Artists’] Union’.699 As with many other artistic endeavours of 
that time, including Hermitage, The First Creative Union aspired to provide an alternative to 
the outdated approach of the Artists’ Union and to establish creative and multidisciplinary 
exhibitionary units that could independently organise ‘controversial exhibitions’ and 
collaborate with art theorists.700 Its members denied the separation of art into ‘sanctioned’ and 
‘forbidden’ categories and, similar to the creators of the 17 Youth exhibition or Retrospective, 
rejected selection strategies based on the ‘status’ of the works and artists in society rather than 
their stylistic qualities.701 They did not propose any other criteria for selection, rather then 
provide opportunities to exhibit to all those who had previously been denied.702 
The artist and contemporaneity to a great extent reflected this goal. According to 
Lebedev, the initial concept was to show all the artists associated with A-Ya magazine and 
those close to them.703 Such an approach was vague enough, however, to include everyone who 
                                               
 
699 Gambrell, J. ‘Notes on the Underground’, Art in America, November, 1988. 
700 Barabanov, E. ‘Pered kontsom veka [Before the end of the century]’ in Kiesewalter, G. (ed.) Perelomnye 
vos’midesiatye v neofitsial’nom Sovetskom iskusstve [ The critical eighties in unofficial Soviet art] Moskva: 
Novoe Literaturnor Obozrenie, 2014, pp.103-136. 
701 Barabanov, E. ‘Pered kontsom veka [Before the end of the century]’ in Kiesewalter, G. (ed.) Perelomnye 
vos’midesiatye v neofitsial’nom Sovetskom iskusstve [ The critical eighties in unofficial Soviet art] Moskva: 
Novoe Literaturnor Obozrenie, 2014, pp.103-136. 
702 Pazhitkov, L. ‘Bez biurokraticheskikh prepon [Without bureaucratic obstacles]’, Sovetskaia Kul’tura, 
February, 1987. 
703 Lebedev, R. ‘“Uspekhi” ot golovokruzhenii [“Success from vertigo]’ in Kiesewalter, G. (ed.) Perelomnye 
vos’midesiatye v neofitsial’nom Sovetskom iskusstve [ The critical eighties in unofficial Soviet art] Moskva: 
Novoe Literaturnor Obozrenie, 2014, pp.282-294. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
208  
expressed a desire to participate. As described in Sovetskaia Kul’tura, it featured ‘67 MOSKh 
artists who had a tendency for developing new forms for expressing contemporaneity’.704   
The show could not completely avoid inspections by the regulating authorities. The 
exhibition hall was subordinate to MOSKh, which assigned a special commission to check the 
final display before the large exhibition – which would doubtlessly attract attention – could 
open.705 Members of the commission were not satisfied with the inclusion of several works, 
for example those by Grisha Bruskin and Vladimir Yankilevskii, and demanded their 
withdrawal from the show. Explaining their claims, the commission members pointed not so 
much to their ideological provocativeness but to their artistic quality. For example, one of the 
MOSKh representatives commented after seeing Bruskin’s Fundamental Lexicon: 
You don’t understand – your art is too behind. You are sitting here in 
Moscow and know nothing, while I have travelled all over the world and can 
reassure you, that no one abroad will be interested in this art. It is all outdated. 
And by the way, your use of white for the background is wrong and you have 
absolutely no composition.706 
However, the criticism of MOSKh representatives was not enough to have the works 
taken down. The local council, in whose jurisdiction the venue was located, was more hesitant. 
Trying to predict the changes in the political climate, they wanted neither to approve the show 
out of fear of accusations of excessive liberalism by the higher authorities, nor to insist on the 
withdrawal of works, as they could be seen as contradicting the overall policy of the party to 
foster pluralism of opinions. While both of the controlling organisations tried to find the safest 
way out, the artists issued an absolute ultimatum: if any of the works were removed, the others 
would also withdraw.707 Finally, the destiny of the show was determined by the forum For the 
Atom Bomb Free World, held in Moscow at that time. The forum, which aimed to show that 
perestroika was ‘communism with an even more human face open to innovations’, was 
attended by a number of well-known foreign cultural professionals and some of these had 
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already been invited to attend the exhibition. The artists made it clear to the MOSKh 
representatives that should they intervene in the show, the exhibition would not take place and 
this would reveal that the humanistic spirit of glasnost was a myth. In order to avoid the 
unfavourable attention of the foreign delegates, Bruskin’s and Yankilevskii’s works were 
allowed to be kept on display.708 
The artists’ demands for the inclusion of the mentioned works were explained not so 
much by their importance for the coherence of the display but by the collectivist atmosphere 
prevailing at the show: the artists threatened the MOSKh representatives that they would 
withdraw all the works and call off the exhibition if even one of the works were to be removed. 
This makes it possible to compare this exhibition with those of 1975 and later exhibitions on 
Malaia Gruzinskaia street. Moreover, analyses of the works included provide us with a similar 
picture of quite a hectic and eclectic display. The exhibition included a diverse range of 
practices, such as the primitivism of Purygin, the conceptualism of Kabakov and Chuikov, the 
kinetic art of Koleichuk, the Sots Art of Bulatov, and the abstractions of Zlotnikov. This 
diversity of presented works can be compared to that in Retrospective, however The artist and 
contemporaneity did not pursue an analytical approach. What made it similar to the exhibitions 
of the late 1970s was the artists’ desire to be shown without any further selection criteria being 
applied. 
The exhibition was praised by foreign visitors. Confirmation of its success can be seen 
in the fact that several works were purchased. For example, Miloš Forman, the Czech 
filmmaker and one of the participants of the mentioned forum, acquired the first part of 
Bruskin’s Fundamental Lexicon.709 The response of the general Soviet public was more 
diverse, however. For example, Pazhitkov mentioned that, looking through the visitors’ book, 
one could notice that the works caused ‘disappointment and annoyance among some of the 
visitors’.710 He further pointed out Ilya Kabakov’s work, Football Game, as the one that 
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attracted the most visitor complaints. On of the entries in the visitors’ book commented on the 
work as follows: 
How dare the artist depict on a canvas just a small ball instead of a pitch, 
tribunes, etc., and to give a vague verbal description, why has he decided to 
leave all the details invisible?711 
The same article, however, mentions that Friedrich Dürrenmatt, the Swiss author and 
dramatist, referred to this work as ‘the wittiest depiction of football’ he had ever seen.712 
The attention paid to the exhibition turned Kashirka into ‘one of the most popular 
exhibition halls in Moscow’.713 Its further development can, to some extent, be compared to 
the development of the Malaia Gruzinskaia space. One of the most vivid parallels was the 
exhibition Geometry in Art, 4 – 27 March, 1988, which, despite the considerable time gap, 
echoed some of the concerns raised during the preparation of Colour – Form – Space in 
Gorkom.714 The show was arranged to commemorate 110 years since Malevich’s birth and 
aimed to explore the legacy of geometrical abstractions within the practice of contemporary 
Soviet artists.715 During the process of its organisation, however, its concept gradually 
expanded to include everyone willing to participate and it therefore lost its initial focus. 
While the exhibiting artists themselves were actively involved in the creation of the 
exhibitions, the influence of Patsiukov’s interest and ideas was particularly notable in the 
inclusion of naïve art, which had previously been understudied in Soviet exhibition making.716  
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Such a focus balanced the aspiration to bring alternative art to the public with the populist 
tendencies of the venue advocated by its director, and reflected Patsiukov’s experience of 
directing the art section in the House of People’s Art. Patsiukov had already organised the 
exhibition Traditions of Folklore in Professional and Amateur Art, also known as Avant-Garde 
and Folklore, between December 1986 and January 1987. In this exhibition he showed the 
works of non-professional self-taught artists, whose practices reflected their interest in crafts, 
such as Vasily Romanenkov, Pavel Filonov and Elena Volkova, alongside the works of 
experimental contemporary artists, such as Ilya Kabakov and Ivan Chuikov, often known for 
the simplicity of their forms.717 The irony of the latter, developed as an inside joke, lost its 
atmosphere of exclusivity characteristic of Moscow Conceptualism when paired with the 
naivety of the non-professional artists, making the viewing experience more open to an 
unprofessional audience.718 Moreover, by bringing together amateurs and artist-members, 
Patsiukov, intentionally or unintentionally, highlighted the burning issue of professionalism 
that was continuously raised in relation to the new art displays. The theme of naïve and non-
professional art was later continued in several other shows, culminating in the solo exhibition 
of Leonid Purygin (Fig.4.8). 
Another prevailing theme of Kashirka’s strategy was applied arts and fashion. Similar 
to naïve art, these forms of art were easier to understand for the wider public as compared to 
many other threads of contemporary Soviet art, which were often based on inner discussions 
and relations. Some manifestations of this approach were the exhibitions Textile and Fashion, 
February 1988, and The Artist and Model, March 1988.719 Despite their seeming traditionalism, 
however, these exhibitions still ‘aimed to overcome the monotony of the traditional Soviet 
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displays’.720 Following the success of the 17 Youth exhibition, both shows experimented with 
challenging the temporality of the display by including works-in-progress and changing the 
elements on show. While some pieces were created in front of visitors’ eyes, on other 
occasions, artist-designers were constantly changing the looks of their stands, turning the 
exhibitions into a performance or a fashion show.721 
The strategy of Kashirka was to satisfy the demands of viewers who were keen to see 
art that, only recently, had been labelled as ‘forbidden’, but who, at the same time, were not 
always open to experimental practices. The strategy was influenced both by the director of the 
space and its ‘curator’, who brought together a range of works and practices that reflected the 
diversity of creative expressions while still eschewing any radical artistic expressions and thus 
being accessible to general viewers. Thus, the activities of the gallery can be described as more 
traditional, salon and commercially oriented. 
 
4.3.2 The Club of Avant-Gardists (Klava): An Elitist Approach to Art Exhibitions 
 
The elitist approach was exercised by Klava. While Hermitage and Kashirka were 
polyphonic organisations encompassing a diverse range of movements, Klava aimed to support 
and promote Moscow Conceptualism.722 It included 40 artists considered to belong to the 
Moscow Conceptualist School. As mentioned by Albert, it was clear from the start who should 
be in this organisation.723 While many of the members were previously associated with 
APTART, there was much more generational diversity among its members, starting from Ilya 
Kabakov and the KD circle to Mukhmor, and younger artists of Chempiony Mira [Champions 
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of the World]724 and Inspektsiia Meditskinskaia Germenevtika [Inspection Medical 
hermeneutics] groups.725  
The full name of the organisation, the Club of Avant-Gardists, and its reference to 
avant-garde, was seen by many participants as a joke. For example, Sven Gundlakh, who 
proposed this title, commented on it as follows: 
Similar to how Khrushchev and the Soviet masses called our fathers 
‘abstractionists’ we are going to symbolically call ourselves ‘avant-gardists’, 
even though we have very little connection to the historical avant-garde.726 
The Club soon became known by its abbreviation, Klava, which was a traditional 
Russian name often used for female peasant characters in anecdotes and jokes. This absurd title 
reflected the mood of Moscow Conceptualism and provided an alternative to the much more 
formal names and nature of Hermitage and the First Creative Union of Artists. 
Unlike the examples of the other two associations, Klava did not have a clearly defined 
leader and, unlike Hermitage, did not have any organisational structure. While, formally, the 
role of the chairman existed and was first exercised by Sergei Anufriev and then by Boris 
Matrosov, both active members of the conceptual art circle, this was nothing more than an 
unavoidable necessity and requirement for the formal registration of the association.727 Within 
Klava, therefore, this title should be understood as a parody of the hierarchy of official 
organisations and in practice did not have any effect on the exhibitions and their organisation, 
which was done collectively. 
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The role of Joseph Backstein, who in most of the retrospective accounts was identified 
as a ‘curator’ of Klava requires further explanation. Backstein had become involved in 
contemporary art already during his schooling, when he met with Aleksandr Melamid.728 Not 
an artist himself, Backstein became a prominent member of the conceptual art circle.729 While 
in the 1990s he gained the reputation of being the sole authoritative curator of the Moscow 
Conceptual School, in the first years of Klava his role can only be described as that of a co-
organiser.730 Klava exhibitions were outcomes of the ongoing conversation of its members, in 
which Backstein participated on an equal footing.731 The emergence of Backstein as an 
individual curator is connected to his growing presence on the international art scene, which is 
further discussed in Chapter 5.  
The official registration of the club in February 1987, and the allocation of an exhibition 
hall close to Avtozavodskaia underground station were seen as an important event for all its 
members.732 The venue was much more centrally located compared with the other two 
associations, but it was of a smaller scale.733 According to Backstein, it was the first sign of the 
triumph of the aesthetics and art represented by the Moscow School of Conceptualism. It was 
an ‘institutional victory’, which implied that ‘Moscow Conceptualism can successfully 
compete on the market (in the wide sense of this term) of artistic movements’. 734  
This claim is important for understanding the strategies of the association and the 
publics that they were aiming for. On the one hand, Klava became the ‘logical continuation of 
APTART’.735 It criticised the ‘communal’ environment of the majority of Soviet exhibitions, 
which brought together too diverse a range of works and forcefully placed them next to each 
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other.736 Klava continued the quest to find the most appropriate ways of exhibiting specifically 
conceptual art. Similar to APTART, it produced ‘performative exhibitions’ where 
communication among artist and viewers and the process of the preparation of an exhibition 
was turned into a part of the exhibition itself.737  
On the other hand, however, the motives for the establishment of this associating were 
different. APTART emerged as a product of communication among younger conceptualists. 
By employing absurdist humour aimed to break with the ritualistic and secluded atmosphere 
of older conceptualists and create a type of community and social interaction that would be 
different to them. APTART provided them with a platform to do so. Unlike them Klava was a 
response to the dissolution of the previous forms of communication.738 As the previous 
boundaries between artists and society were removed there was no longer a need to play the 
game of ‘buryng secret’ and to perform an act of ‘public secrecy’.739 The changing social and 
artistic climate and the development of market relations challenged the unity of the conceptual 
circle. Klava was an attempt to revive the previous modes of communication by forming an 
institutional framework for it. Thus, the functioning of Klava can be seen as a step back towards 
sectarian existence and the previous practice of self-mythologisation and isolation. This turn 
should not be understood as complete retreat into themselves and a desire to exclude any public 
other than the artists. On the contrary, it should be understood as a different way of managing 
relations with viewers and cultivating the publics they desired. The consolidation of Moscow 
conceptualism was an attempt to create a recognisable brand aimed not at the broader Soviet 
publics, similar to the audiences of Kashirka, but at idealised and romanticised foreign viewers, 
museums and buyers.740 While the development of commercial relations and global publics is 
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discussed in Chapter 5, the following analyses of Klava exhibitions makes us better placed to 
decipher their approach to Soviet publics. 
The first exhibition that Klava organised in their venue, Tvorcheskaia atmosfera i 
khudozhestvennyi protsess [Creative atmosphere and artistic process], 16 March – 11 April, 
1987, was staged in four parts. Splitting the show was the only possible way to feature works 
of all of the members in the small space.741 The organisation was handled collectively, and 
while there was a theme assigned to each of the parts, it did not set any strict boundaries or 
criteria.742 For example, the first week focused mostly on ‘situationism, expressionism and 
contemporary mythology’, represented mostly be the practice of Chempiony Mira; the second 
week explored ‘cosmism, cultural aestheticism, fresh air’ demonstrated through Gundlakh and 
Zvezdotchetov’s works; one of the next stages was titled ‘neither for the mind, nor for the 
heart’ and showed Anufriev’s series with the same title alongside other pieces.743  
As Talochkin commented in his report on the exhibition “they display whatever they want and 
whoever they want, not taking anyone or anything into consideration. Only Sven Gindlakh has 
to limit his expressions as swear words are still not acceptable for a general audience”.744  
As Kiesewalter recalled, unlike Hermitage, Klava made very little effort to explain or 
present their shows to people who were not familiar with their practice.745 Accordingly, the 
first reaction of the public to their shows was very antagonistic. As a part of his wider project, 
Zakharov produced a number of questionnaires, which were distributed among the visitors to 
allow them to share their opinions. As he claimed, they provided him with ‘a palette of 
worldviews of average Soviet people and their hostility was something new and shocking’.746 
As Zakharov described ‘getting out of one’s private zone into society, especially an aggressive 
one, was an unpleasant endeavour’.747  
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The exhibition, Labyrinth, curated by Zakharov for Hermitage 20 August – 10 
September 1988, which was discussed above, can also be seen as a representation of Klava’s 
relations with a wider audience. The centrepiece of that show was a plywood maze-like 
construction, created by Zakharov, through which visitors had to crawl while lighting their way 
with torches (Fig. 4.9). Inside, Zakharov located a number of paintings and notes ‘Sup v 
kholodol’nike [Soup is in the fridge] and other commentaries of that sort. (Figs 4.10–4.11). 
The maze was surrounded by a number of other objects – books, photographs or a bathtub.748 
The show had undeniable similarities with the mentioned APTART exhibitions – the necessity 
to navigate the way in the darkness, the use of domestic objects, the texts that could be either 
an art piece or a note forgotten by the inhabitant of this surreal absurdist world. With APTART, 
however, the show was skilfully incorporated into the surrounding reality. It was the 
combination of art and everyday life that allowed the creation of the carnivalesque atmosphere 
and absurdist spectacle which broke away from the excessive seriousness of older 
conceptualists and turned it into a quizzical game. Once transported into the surroundings of a 
proper exhibition venue, however, this atmosphere was lost. The attributes of a standard 
exhibition hall, such as ‘entrance, ticket office, ticket for 20 kopeek’ left no space for 
impromptu engagement as in Alekseev’s flat. Moreover, the lack of any explications or 
supporting text meant that the unprepared visitors of the show were not able to comprehend 
what they saw and often asked for their money back.749  
Zakharov also highlighted the scepticism with which he approached the idea of creating 
the installation in a public institution aimed at unprofessional and unprepared visitors: 
After the first response I got in the questionnaires I did not expect any 
understanding or appreciation from the visitors to Beliaevo exhibition hall. I 
was rather worried about the works placed inside as I definitely was 
preparing myself for some acts of vandalism. I was sure that someone will 
make their annoyance with conceptual art visible by scratching something 
on the paint surface or doing something of that sort. To my great surprise, it 
did not happen. 
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In case of Klava glasnost and growing openness led to a desire to retreat and to distance 
themselves from the society to which they were suddenly exposed. The Soviet exhibition hall, 
open and accessible to everyone, was not the venue they required. While their work included 
elements of everyday life, or provided a commentary on Soviet routine, the artists no longer 
attempted a dialogue with public. The meaning they created was their own meaning aimed at 
the reflection within the confines of their group.750 
Two projects are of particular importance here. The first one, entitled V adu: Vystavka 
dlia zhitelei verkhengo i nizhnego mira [In hell: an exhibition for the inhabitants of upper and 
lower worlds] was a six-month long project which took place in a field in Orekhovo-Borisovo, 
close to Tsaritsyno Park.751 The event had all the attributes of a conventional art show, such as, 
posters (Fig.4.12), a visitors’ book (Fig.4.13), opening and closing events and the announced 
duration.752 On the other hand, it was far from being conventional, since the show was staged 
for the inhabitants of hell. On the announced day in October 1987 artists gathered at a chosen 
location with their works. No audience outside of a close circle of friends was invited. After a 
few opening speeches, another essential attribute of a conventional Soviet exhibition opening, 
the works were buried into the ground facing downwards so that inhabitants of the ‘lower 
world’ could enjoy the show. The ‘exhibition’ lasted several months and in May 1988, the 
works were retrieved (Fig.4.14). 
The show was also a self-reflection of the artists and the viewers they aimed to address. 
The only featured medium was painting. This can be seen as an ironic commentary on the tastes 
of general Soviet viewers, who were mostly used to painting in art exhibitions, and foreign 
collectors, for whom it remained the most marketable type of art. The gestures of leaving the 
works in the soil, letting them mould, decay and acquire the patina of age can be read as an 
effort to test the forces determining the value and the price of art. An anecdote often shared by 
the participants of the show is that two of the pieces had disappeared while being buried.753 At 
the event’s closing speech, this fact was jestingly explained by the desire of the inhabitants of 
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hell to keep them for themselves and thus their artistic success in finding their most loyal 
audience. 
The second project was staged in Sandunovskie Bani, one of the oldest functioning 
public baths in the centre of Moscow, 12 – 19 January 1988. The idea of the show was first 
proposed by Gia Abramiashvili, a member of Chempiony Mira, who managed to get in contact 
with the director of the baths and get his permission to organise a project there.754 The 
exhibition took place in the space of a male swimming pool. The opening was held on Monday, 
the day when the baths were closed to the public, so the audience did not include any uninvited 
visitors to the baths.  The opening night also included a performance by Matrosov and Prigov, 
both members of the club.755  
The show was an unusual spectacle. Fin-de-siècle interiors of the sauna provided 
unconventional background for conceptual art works, which were arranged around the pool. 
The combination of art, steam, water and naked people around them contributed to creation of 
what Andrew Solomon defined as ‘absurd and macabre aestheticism’.756 (Figs. 4.15 – 4.17) 
Half-naked artists and viewers invited to the show who were performing the very common for 
these setting tasks, swimming, chatting or casually drying their towels, were part of its concept.  
They were not only doing the everyday actions but doing them in front of the numerous 
cameramen spread in the room. The exhibition was not a platform of communication which 
existed outside of the state-run public venues, but an act of displaying of such communication 
among the participants who purposefully chose to held it in a relatively secluded place. 
The exhibition lasted for a week and was open throughout the normal opening hours of 
the baths. The show was open to all those bought an entry ticket, either in order to see the art 
or to go to attend the sauna. The latter, as Talochkin mentioned in his notes, were very few.757 
Shown without any explanations, press releases or any other form of information for the 
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visitors, the works were exposed to unprepared viewers but remained incomprehensible and 
inaccessible. Despite being in the midst of social life the action remained an act of ‘burying 
secrets’.   
If not the general visitors to the bath or the average attendees of an exhibition hall, then 
who was the public that Klava was aiming for? In his recollections of the show, Backstein 
mentioned that one of the rare visitors who came to the exhibition after its opening day was 
Hean Hubert Martin, an international curator and an art historian.758 Accompanied by 
Backstein and Andrei Erofeev, Hubert was amazed by the exhibition and left very impressed. 
As I shall further discuss in chapter 5 the ‘elitist’ model which Klava proposed was a step 
towards the further commercialisation of Moscow Conceptualism. 
All three organisations, discussed in this section, Hermitage, Kashirka and Klava, 
emerged from the same atmosphere of self-organisation, collective exhibition making and 
limited audiences for alternative art. What differentiated them was the different approaches 
they offered. The three examples discussed suggest three different solutions of the problem of 
communicating, or not communicating, with wider publics, which can be regarded as three 
different ‘curatorial’ stances. 
Klava’s projects aimed at developing new means and approaches to exhibiting 
conceptual art. Their exploration relied to a great extent on the experience of artists who had 
worked in APTART while, at the same time, using the reforms of glasnost to expand their 
opportunity for experimentation. Despite the general trend towards openness, however, they 
preferred to reconstruct the secluded atmosphere of gatherings of the Moscow Conceptual 
circle, and even when they were held in public spaces, their exhibitions tended to exclude 
broader publics and addressed a specific and familiar audience of initiates. Most of Klava’s 
shows in this period were created and managed collectively, without any hierarchical structure 
within the club. Klava did not aim at the creation of fixed displays, but rather created 
exhibitions that can be regarding as actions, questioning the duration of the show as well as the 
roles of their organisers and viewers. Such an approach can be seen as a critique of the 
increasing institutionalisation and commercialisation of alternative art, which served to impose 
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a more formal structure on the alternative art circles, as exemplified by the 17 Youth and 
Retrospective exhibitions. 
While Klava recreated the secluded atmosphere of apartment exhibitions, Kashirka can 
be seen as a successor of the first ‘official, unofficial’ shows, such as those in VDNKh, and the 
exhibitions on Malaia Gruzinskaia. The pool of artists associated with this exhibition hall 
included many more artists of the so-called ‘left MOSKh’, which made it a much more official 
and traditional organisation as compared to the other two. While the range of artists and 
practices presented in Kashirka was diverse, it was oriented towards a general audience who 
were interested in alternative art but not yet experienced enough in this field. The focus on art 
forms and style that general visitors could relate to and not feel intimidated by, developed by 
Patsiukov, contributed to the popularity of the venue and high attendance at the shows. The 
organisers, however, also introduced a number of novelties into conventional Soviet exhibition 
principles, emphasising the changing display, a programme of supporting events, such as 
concerts, readings or fashion shows, and the need to attract an audience. In many cases, 
however, the display was still constructed by artists while the organisers of the show were more 
responsible for managerial functions. 
Hermitage, meanwhile, did not aim to change the principle of exhibition making within 
a Soviet art institution, but to create a new type of institution, encouraging and supporting the 
co-existence of, and communication between, multiple cultural movements, as well as diverse 
groups of the public. They identified their audiences’ lack of experience and knowledge as the 
main obstacles preventing this type of communication. Thus, the Hermitage exhibitions were 
aimed at bringing together diverse cultural trends, as well equipping the audience with essential 
skills for their understanding and interpretation. As claimed by Bazhanov in his retrospective 
accounts of the association, they aimed to develop the whole range of ‘curatorial’ practices, 
delivering different types of shows for different audiences with varying levels of knowledge 
and involvement and finding better means to facilitate critical art discussion and perception. 
 
4.4 Attempts to Establish the First Museum of Contemporary Art in Moscow 
 
 
In August 1987, in a letter to the émigré artist Vorobiev, Talochkin mentions that 
‘everyone in Moscow was preoccupied with an idea of establishing the first museum of 
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contemporary art’.759 Of course, art museums did exist all over the USSR, including in 
Moscow. Moreover, their collections were constantly expanded and developed, with new 
museums being regularly established.760 Many of the alternative artists, however, believed that 
the holdings of these museums were not representative of the real state of contemporary art; 
thus, a new collecting institution was required. 
One of the reasons for the emergence of this discussion was an article by Genrikh 
Igitian, the founder and director of the first museum of contemporary art in Yerevan. To the 
surprise of many, this museum was opened already in 1972.761 The museum collected and 
showcased the art of Armenian shestidesiatniki [the sixtiers], the generation of artists who came 
to maturity under Stalin but experienced the ‘thaw’ and liberalisation introduced by 
Khrushchev and whose art explored subjects and styles that were unorthodox for the Soviet 
canon, challenging existing norms. The museum managed to get the venue due to the help and 
support of the city mayor, Grigor Khastratian. In the absence of financial support, however, its 
collection was formed through donations of artist-friends and showcased Armenian art of the 
1960s, providing a striking alternative to traditional Soviet museums.  
This institution, however, was an exception in the system of Soviet museums. As 
previously discussed, throughout the Soviet period, art museums were controlled by two major 
institutions – the Artists’ Union and the Ministry of Culture.762 It was their representatives who 
decided on the acquisition and distribution of works. The majority of the works were acquired 
directly from exhibitions and sent to museums without any coordination of the strategy 
between the acquiring bodies and the receiving collections.763 Museum keepers and collection 
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managers therefore got accustomed to the idea that works came to the museums without their 
involvement. In most cases, museum professionals could hardly find any solution as to what to 
do with the tons of the works delivered to them, which often had to go straight into storage, 
since there was no space for them to be displayed.764 This policy towards museum collecting 
turned many of the art museums into art storage institutions, while their employers acted more 
as warehousemen than curators. 
By the mid-1970s this situation had already started to change, however, and the reforms 
of Gorbachev brought further assurance to the artists that the process of inclusion of alternative 
art in the museum system, and thus its canonisation, was also starting to take place.765 The 
major question regarding the possibility of the museum’s foundation was the question of how 
and on what criteria its collection should be formed, and who should be responsible for its 
creation and ‘curation’. This final section traces the quest for a new art canon and the beginning 
of the following museification of contemporary art. 
In 1989, Sven Gundlakh, in his introduction to the first issue of Rakurs, a supplement 
to the Dekoraivnoe iskusstvo magazine devoted to more daring contemporary art, focused on 
alternative art, highlighting the ongoing obsession with the idea of a museum.766 He began with 
a rather provocative statement, claiming that he did not want such a museum to be created. The 
reason for his pessimism was the fact that the museum should be the very last goal. In the 
situation of the still-absent knowledge and understanding of contemporary Soviet art, it was 
too early to develop such an idea. Gundlakh urged his fellow artists first to develop the essential 
critical and analytical tools, which he, for example, associated with the development of a 
specialised press, such as Rakurs, and only then start thinking about a collection. However, 
informed by the atmosphere of ‘urgent optimism’ the efforts to eastablish a new museum 
intensified. As I shall further discuss an exhibition format was often chosen as a way to test the 
selected proposals. 
One vivid example was Retrospective, which brought together the expertise of several 
specialists in order to offer an advanced approach towards assembling works. As mentioned 
by Talochkin, taking into the account the experience and the feedback of the exhibition, the 
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first inventory of the future collection was planned to be ready by the beginning of 1988.767 
The most problematic aspect of the proposed collection was the origin of the works. A 
considerable proportion of them, especially the works of the 1960s, comprised works from 
Talochkin’s own holdings. Some of them were shown in Retrospective, but the number of 
works exceeded 1000 pieces and, as Talochkin mentioned in his letters from the period, he was 
keen to find an appropriate space for their preservation and display.768  
The legal status and position of this collection was also ambiguous. As Talochkin has 
discussed in various interviews, an outstanding event happened in 1976. Since the house he 
had previously lived in had been demolished, he was given two tiny rooms in a communal 
apartment, into which his collection could not possibly fit. Trying to find a solution, Talochkin 
approached many artist-friends for advice and ended up meeting Aleksander Khalturin, then 
the Director of the Administration of Fine Arts and Cultural Heritage: 
Khalturin stood up from his desk and said: “Leonid Prokhorovich, if I am 
not mistaken?” Now I was surprised. I forgot everything that I had to say and 
just passed him the photograph. He looked at them, there were no captions 
anywhere, so he knew the artists. “Well-well, Vasily Sitnikov, Nemukhin, 
Plavinsky, Vaisber! You know what – I have an offer for you!” Now I rolled 
my eyes out. “Let’s register your collection as heritage. We are now 
launching a new legislation on the protection of heritage sites, and it will be 
very good to register your collection this way. So we are not told again that 
we are prosecuting artists”. 769 
 Two days later, Talochkin was allocated a two-bedroom flat. 
Talochkin’s collection was far from the only example of a registered private collection 
in the USSR.770 Already in the late Khrushchev and early Brezhnev periods, some private 
collections of icons and paintings had been made publicly available through donations, 
foundations, publications and exhibitions, and some private art collections were given their 
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own museums, such as the Vishnevskii Collection, on which the museum of V.A. Tropinin and 
Moscow artists of his time was based, opening in 1971.771  
According to Bayer, this cultural policy was used mostly in the interests of international 
relations. As a result, the state directly or indirectly showed its readiness for cooperation. The 
main idea behind this cooperation was based on the possibility and necessity of re-evaluation 
of previously discredited art, be it avant-garde of the early 20th century or alternative art of the 
post-War period, both of which survived in the private collections. 772 
Talochkin also speculated that the interest of the officials in registering his collection 
was influenced by the financial possibilities of alternative art: ‘it seems that they want to make 
out of our artists something which can be exchanged with some Hummer for rusty trains. And 
for this they had to be promoted first’.773  
According to the new statute on the protection and use of cultural and historical 
heritage, Talochkin had to inform the authorities about changes in his collections and his 
intention to sell any works. According to him, however, such requests were only a formality.774 
In any case, governmental support and interest in the collection did not last long and died out 
with Khalturin’s departure from the Ministry of Culture in 1979.775 As the hopes that the state 
might give him his own museum faded away, Talochkin increasingly relied on the plans of 
Hermitage to establish a collection as a potential home for his holding.776 
Launching a museum based solely on Talochkin’s collection was not Bazhanov’s plan, 
however. Similar to the content of Retrospective, the inventory of the future collection was to 
be based on the proposals of several specialists. While Talochkin was obviously responsible 
for his collection himself, the availability of other works had to be negotiated with the artists.  
Hermitage’s plans for the museum were never realised. In 1988, the lease for the 
exhibition space was not renewed and the association was left without any space or support for 
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its future existence. This decision could have been a result of the controversy surrounding the 
inclusion of émigré artists.777 Moreover, the time of Retrospective was the beginning of the 
rapid rise in Western collectors’ interest in alternative Soviet art. As mentioned by Kiesewalter, 
more than half of the works presented at Retrospective were sold to foreigners and shipped out 
of the country and, in a few months’ time, ‘there was nothing to make the museum of’.778 
Andrei Erofeev, one of the co-curators of Retrospective, did not give up on the idea of 
creating a museum after the dissolution of Hermitage, however. In fact, his first attempts at 
launching a new collection preceded Retrospective. Already in the early 1980s, when attending 
meetings, discussions and exhibitions of alternative art, and being a regular visitor to shows 
put together by Prigov and Orlov in Lebedev’s studio, Erofeev suggested forming a collection 
of works to be donated to the Pushkin Museum.779 He intended to propose this to the museum’s 
Department of Graphic Art and several artists donated their pieces. In 1983, a small collection 
was proposed to the museum. Except for a few works that eventually ended up in the museum, 
the collection was rejected, however. 
By the end of the 1980s, after the failure of the Hermitage plan, Erofeev renewed his 
attempts. As he mentions in a number of interviews, his biggest motivation was the fact that 
the best examples of Soviet alternative art were leaking out of the country to foreign, often 
private and closed, collections.780 He realised, however, that it would not be enough to establish 
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his own collection. Acting on behalf of a known institution would give him more credibility 
and opportunity to outbid the sale proposals coming from the West. Erofeev pretended to be 
endowed by the Ministry of Culture with power to create a state art collection and started 
approaching artists.781  
Eventually, Erofeev managed to get the support of a state institution, since his idea to 
create a collection was accepted by the Museum of Decorative and Applied Art located in the 
museum-reserve Tsaritsyno. In June 1989 the Department of Contemporary Trends was 
established within the museum and Erofeev was appointed as its director. By 1989, its holdings 
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included ‘everything and nothing’: collections of Central Asian ceramics, Palekh miniature 
painting, crystal ware from Lomonosov factory, embroidery from Valdai, Baltic amber and 
Dagestan tapestries.782 The establishment of the new department was felt to be potentially 
beneficial for the museum, as it offered an opportunity to refresh its image and improve its 
reputation in tune with wider, ongoing reforms.  
Viktor Egorychev, the recently appointed vice-director of Tsaritsyno’s research 
department, offered Erofeev the opportunity to develop a strategy for the future collection.783 
Rather than developed on paper it was to be exemplified by a series of exhibitions. This 
approach not only provided for the visualisation of the potential future display, but also 
facilitated the process of acquisitions.784 The approach adopted by Erofeev was to explore the 
underrepresented and non-traditional art genres and media. On the one hand, Erofeev claimed 
that this decision was informed by his own assumption that the museum was already full of 
traditional painting, sculpture and graphic art, and there was nothing he could add to the 
existing collections.785 On the other hand, by focusing on the development of these 
unconventional media in the USSR, Erofeev aimed to situate Soviet art in the global 
perspective. 
Erofeev produced a programme of three exhibitions: V storony ob’ekta [Towards the 
Object], 1990, V Komnatakh [In Rooms], 1991-1992, 12 December 1991 – January 1992, 
House of Culture, Bratislava, and Khudozhnik vmesto proizvedeniia [The Artist Instead of the 
Artwork], 18 May – 19 June 1994, Central Artist’s House (TsDKh), which he organised with 
the help of a group of co-curators.	 It was the first exhibition, however, which was meant to 
form the core of the collection.786 The show, co-organised by Erofeev with Natalia Tamruchi 
and Vladimir Levashov, was first held in the Kashirka exhibition hall, Moscow, 18 April – 13 
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May, 1991, and then travelled to Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam, 21 September – 4 November, 
1991. 
What united this exhibition with Retrospective was its thought-through strategy 
developed by a group of art professionals. Unlike Hermitage, however, who aimed to include 
a rather diverse spectre of practices, Erofeev’s model-museum from the very start defined its 
identity, namely a focus on experimental and innovative art. This strategy was particularly 
important at the time when ‘the Moscow art scene became deserted as artists were focused on 
settling abroad’.787 
The resulting exhibition lacked the initial critically defined focus, however. The show 
included 60 artists and almost 150 works which illustrated the variety of approaches towards 
the broadly defined theme of art object. The display was designed by Yuri Avvakumov, who 
created a cardboard box storage-like construction on which the works were located (Fig.4.15). 
For the display in Amsterdam, Avvakumov used a similar design but turned it into a boat-
shaped installation, where the works of art were located in cabin-boxes (fig.4.16). Such 
presentation reminded not so much of a museum display, but rather of a storage for art, where 
the works were not collected in accordance to some curatorial strategy, but temporarily brought 
together by chance. 
According to the co-organiser Levashov, this diversity was purposeful. While they 
indeed sought to explore more experimental artworks, the first exhibition was intentionally 
made in a ‘traditional museum genre’.788 It presupposed an ‘historico-typological, with a vast 
array of material’ display.789 He believed that such exhibitions were missing from the Soviet 
art scene, with the exception of Retrospective. He considered his role as an exhibition organiser 
as being to ‘make viewers accustomed to think of this art as museum art’ and to adjust the 
museum system for dealing, buying, storing condition checking, such types of art.790 
With the support of the Ministry of Culture, most works were purchased from the 
display and added to the Tsaritsyno collection.791 The conditions for permanent display were 
not negotiated, however, and most of the works ended up being transferred to storage. 
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Ironically, the initial attempt to secure the place of Soviet alternative art in the view of the 
national public turned into something rather opposite.  
Klava had their own views on the museum. Their ideas were naturally based on their 
exclusive approach and collective ethos. As already discussed above, in the face of the growing 
availability to society of the previously neglected art, the circle of Moscow conceptualism often 
chose the opposite direction, moving towards self-isolation. Despite the works of Klava 
members being included both in Retrospective and V storonu objekta, the artists were not 
satisfied with the existing proposals. 
In the late 1980s, the creation of the MANI museum was announced. MANI was an 
acronym for Moscow Archive of New Art, an initiative introduced in the early 1980s to 
facilitate the distribution and presentation of conceptual art. It started with the creation of four 
MANI folders, each of which was a collection of works which had to fit in an A4 envelope.792 
Almost simultaneously, Nikolai Panitkov, one of the artists of the conceptual circle, started 
collecting his friends’ works and documentation, housing them in the attic of his dacha, where 
the folders were also eventually stored. In 1988 he suggested adding the most recent works and 
turning this private collection into a museum.793 The organisation was aimed at preserving the 
specific atmosphere of Moscow Conceptualism based on the internal references and close 
connections of its members. The space of a private country house corresponded with such an 
idea perfectly and no other venue was required. The museum was not intended to be integrated 
into the state system, remaining an alternative artist-run institution and rejecting any 
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interference of curators or specialists from outside of the closed and exclusive circle of Moscow 
Conceptualism.794  
The three proposals discussed here were far from the only ones circulating at that time 
on the Moscow art scene. While some were hardly serious and realisable, others were 
successfully developed. For example, in 1985, the director of the Pushkin Museum, Irina 
Antonova, announced the creation of the Otdel lichnykh kollektsii [Department of Individual 
Collections] which would exist as the museum showcasing collections donated to the 
institution.795 It is symptomatic that in the title of the new organisation, the word chastny 
[private] was avoided. While the new additions would have allowed for a greater diversity of 
display, offering both extra space and potentially less control, as a separate minor department 
of the big art institution, it was not opened until 1994. 
Another example was the proposal that came from outside the Russian art scene. In 
1988, the East German ambassador, Nikolaus Meyer-Landrut, in his conversation with the 
Party secretary, Aleksandr Yakovlev, mentioned the desire of German art collector Peter 
Ludwig, a well-known art patron, to establish a museum of contemporary art in Moscow.796 
He envisaged the collection of the museum as being focused on Soviet art, but as not being 
strictly limited by this, since he proposed to donate six works by Picasso from his own 
collection. He also offered to fund further acquisitions of contemporary Russian art by the 
Artists’ Union members and to display some of his previous acquisitions. According to the 
ambassador, the Ministry of Culture was interested in this proposal but had not offered any 
assistance at this point and, thus, the ambassador was asking for Party support.797 The proposed 
museum was, therefore, intended to combine the power of the Soviet art institutions with the 
expertise of a German patron who would introduce his knowledge of the international art scene 
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to revive the Moscow museum system. This initiative did not progress any further, however, 
and there are no indications of any further discussions existing. 
It was not the only example of a foreigner trying to influence the creation of a new 
collecting canon and the principles of mediation of art. On 7 July 1988 at the Sotheby’s auction 
in Moscow Alfred Taubman, then the owner of the Sotheby’s, acquired Kabakov’s work Vsio 
o nem [It is all about him]. He donated the work to the Ministry of Culture in the hope that it 
would be included in the future state museum of Soviet contemporary art.798 While this 
museum was never opened, this and Ludwig’s case illustrate the growing influence of the 
foreigners in the reshaping of Soviet art system. This issue is further discussed in Chapter 5. 
This chapter has demonstrated that, despite its brevity, the period of 1987-1990 was a 
‘time of collective madness when everyone was running from one exhibition to another’.799 
The growing freedoms and diversity of opinions associated with the period of Gorbachev’s 
rule was also reflected in the art world. Directorates of the exhibition halls allowed for a greater 
range of art practices to be exhibited, while new legislation changing the principles of control 
and financial operations of amateur organisations led to the proliferation of new art associations 
with their own agendas and goals. As a result, more art was available for wider audiences, such 
as those who might only have read about the House of Culture and Bulldozer exhibitions in 
papers and who had never attended the 17 Youth exhibition or the gatherings at APTART. In 
such a situation, the role of those responsible for the creation of the shows was to guide the 
unprepared viewers, negotiating the communication between them and art. 
The reaction towards the necessity to ‘explain’ art was varied. Hermitage considered 
their role as that of educators and providers of critical knowledge for various groups of visitors. 
Their approach was reflected both in their exhibitionary practice, the peak of which was 
Retrospective, and aspirations for the creation of a new type of contemporary art institution 
and assembling the new collection of art. The Kashirka gallery opted for a populist approach, 
delivering a variety of art practices not in the form of education, but as entertainment. Their 
shows presented works and practices which were more engaging and easier to understand for 
those without specialist knowledge, such as naïve art or craft. They also managed to 
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complement their displays with a variety of elements similar to those of the 17 Youth 
exhibition, such as changing displays or multi-disciplinary supporting programmes. Klava, 
meanwhile, adopted a radically different approach, not trying to facilitate the perception of art, 
but rather excluding viewers outside of their immediate circle. Their position, however, was 
not absolutely self-centred. The very creation of the specialised association of conceptual art 
can be read as the desire to create their own ‘brand’ and facilitate the recognition of Moscow 
Conceptualism, if not on the domestic art scene, then abroad. 
Another important characteristic that started to crystallise in the period under discussion 
was the gradual departure from the collectivist approach that had dominated exhibition making 
in the previous years. In the discussion of the functioning of art associations and the 
development of museums plans, the role of individual ‘curators’ became more apparent. This 
struggle for individuality and authorship, further stimulated by the influence of global art 
market, became the major feature in the next and final period under discussion. 
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Figure 4.1 Representatsiia [Representation]. Amateur association of artists and art theorists Hermitage. 11 June – 
9 July 1987. Beliaevo exhibition hall. Author: Andrei Bezukladnikov. Multimedia Library of National Centre of 
Contemporary Art, Moscow 
Figure 4.2 The Retrospective of practices of Moscow artists: 1957-1987 (part 2). Amateur association of artists and 
art theorists Hermitage. Exhibition hall Beliaevo. 14 – 29 October 1987.Works by Collective Actions (back), works 
by Gnezdo (right). Author: G. Kiesewalter. Personal Archive of G. Kiesewalter. 
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 Figure 4.3 The Retrospective of practices of Moscow artists: 1957-1987 (part 2). Amateur association of 
artists and art theorists Hermitage. Exhibition hall Beliaevo. 14 – 29 October 1987..Works by Kollektivnye 
deistviia [Collective Actions] (back), works by Gnezdo (right). Author: V. Zakharov. Personal Archive of V. 
Zakharov 
Figure 4.4 The Retrospective of practices of Moscow artists: 1957-1987 (part 2). Amateur association of artists and 
art theorists Hermitage. Exhibition hall Beliaevo. 14 – 29 October 1987. Works by Yuri Albert and SZ group 
(back).Works by Mukhomor group (left). TOTART Kniga-Ob’ekt [Book-Object] (middle) Author: G. Kiesewalter. 
Personal Archive of G. Kiesewalter. 
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Figure 4.5 The Retrospective of practices of Moscow artists: 1957-1987 
(part 2). Amateur association of artists and art theorists Hermitage. 
Exhibition hall Beliaevo. 14 – 29 October 1987. Works by Andrei Philippov, 
Dmitry Prigov, Aleksandr Kosolapov (back). Author: G. Kiesewalter. 
Personal Archive of G. Kiesewalter. 
Figure 4.6 Opening of the Retrospective of practices of Moscow artists: 1957-1987. Amateur association of 
artists and art theorists Hermitage. Exhibition hall on Petrovskie Linii street. 19 September – 20 October 1987 
Author: unknown. Multimedia Library of National Centre of Contemporary Art.  
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Figure 4.7 The Retrospective of practices of Moscow artists: 1957-1987. Amateur association of artists and art theorists 
Hermitage. Exhibition hall on Petrovskie Linii street. 19 September – 20 October 1987 Author: unknown. Multimedia Library 
of National Centre of Contemporary Art. 
Figure 4.8 Solo exhibition of Leonid Purygin. Exhibition hall of Krasnogvardejsku district (Kashirka), 1988 . Author unknow. 
Personal archive of N.Tsygikalo. 
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Figure 4.9 Zhilishche [Habitat]. Vadim Zakharov.  Amateur association of artists and art theorists Hermitage. 
Exhibition hall Beliaevo. 5 September 1988. Author: V. Zakharov. Personal archive of V. Zakharov. 
Figure 4.10 Zhilishche [Habitat]. Vadim Zakharov.  Amateur association of artists and art theorists Hermitage. 
Exhibition hall Beliaevo. 5 September 1988. Author: V. Zakharov. Personal archive of V. Zakharov. 
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Figure 4.11 Zhilishche [Habitat]. Vadim Zakharov.  Amateur association of artists and art theorists Hermitage. 
Exhibition hall Beliaevo. 5 September 1988. Personal archive of V. Zakharov. 
 
Figure 4.12 V adu: Vystavka dlia zhitelei verkhengo i nizhnego mira [In hell: an exhibition for the inhabitants of 
upper and lower worlds]. Klava. October 1987. Poster of the show. Author: unknown. Personal archive of V. 
Zakharov 
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Figure 4.13 V adu: Vystavka dlia zhitelei verkhengo i nizhnego mira [In hell: an exhibition for the inhabitants of 
upper and lower worlds]. Klava. October 1987. Author: unknown. Personal archive of V. Zakharov 
Figure 4.14 V adu: Vystavka dlia zhitelei verkhengo i nizhnego mira [In hell: an exhibition for the inhabitants of upper 
and lower worlds]. Klava. May 1987. Author: unknown. Personal archive of V. Zakharov 
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Chapter 5. Curator-auteur: 
Institutionalisation of exhibition-making, 1989–1993 
 
In April 1989, a group of artists, united by long-term friendship, similar artistic views 
and experiences of staging collective exhibitions and actions, met to discuss their possible 
participation in an art show in Italy.800 The show in question was Mosca: Terza Roma, which 
was scheduled to open in the Rome non-for-profit art-space Sala 1 in May of the same year. 
The opportunity to showcase their works abroad was undeniably attractive to the majority of 
the artists, who were further encouraged by the recent success of Soviet art on the global art 
markets. At the same time, the peculiarities of the exhibitions, especially the list of the invited 
participants, made many artists furious. 
The exhibition was organised by a young specialist from the Pushkin Museum, Viktor 
Misiano. His role in the project differed from that of the many other organisers of Soviet art 
displays abroad at the time. According to some members of the group, Misiano took the theme 
which emerged from their collective conversations and discussions, and which was common 
for all of them, and presented it according to his own views but excluded some of the artists. 
Moreover, following his own ideas and objectives, he invited a few others, who, while coming 
from the same alternative art scene, did not belong to the mentioned closed community. This 
gesture went against the atmosphere of collectivity and collaboration dominating the relations 
of the Soviet art scene. Accordingly, a group of artists proposed to boycott the show.801  
The plans to withdraw were not supported and the preparation of the exhibition went 
ahead. Nevertheless, this example vividly demonstrates the growing gap between the positions 
of participating artists and the curator of the show. It also suggests that by 1989, the role and 
involvement of those in charge of the exhibition in its final outcome had changed considerably. 
The show became the expression of the interests and views of an individual curator, which 
could be different from those of participating artists. I propose to define this role as curator–
auteur. 
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This chapter investigates the period between 1989 and 1993, when the role of a curator-
auteur emerged and developed, and analyses the social, political and artistic factors which 
influenced its evolution. The period under discussion was a turbulent time marked by radical 
changes that were both unavoidable and unimaginable.802 The economic and political decline 
and eventual dissolution of the USSR affected all aspects of everyday life, causing anxiety and 
uncertainty. At the same time, it created unprecedented opportunities and opened up new 
perspectives.803 The artistic world was rapidly evolving alongside dramatic transformations in 
the political, economic and social life of the country. As I shall discuss, it was a time of further 
institutionalisation of Moscow artistic life, the beginning of which was investigated in the 
previous chapter.  
The period is particularly significant for the current study, as it was then when 
curatorship became recognised as an independent profession and the term kurator gradually 
acquired its contemporary Western connotations.804 It is important to point out that, out of all 
the exhibitions discussed in the thesis, Mosca: Terza Roma was the first case when the creator 
of the show was referred to as its kurator. Mary Angela Schroth, the director of the venue, 
explained that she invited Misiano to curate the project and insisted that this was the term they 
both used in the discussion of their following collaboration and its details.805 As Section 5.1 
demonstrates, the growing use of this label was not only a reflection of the changing 
vocabularly, but also an indication of the transforming functions and positions of this role. 
I suggest that three major factors influenced the emergence and further development of 
the curator–auteur role: the expansion of the national public audience for contemporary Soviet 
art; the popularity of Soviet art among foreign audiences; and the transformation of modes of 
communication and interaction in Russian society that developed as a response to the new 
capitalist forms of existence. Together, these factors presupposed the need for further 
reconsideration of approaches towards the mediation of culture. 
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The first factor has already been discussed in Chapter 4. The strategies of public address 
developed by the amateur associations also proposed a variety of approaches to engaging the 
new international audiences. For example, Kashirka opted for more saleable, commercial forms 
of art, which allowed it both to acquire popularity among Soviet viewers and to attract foreign 
buyers. Klava, on the contrary, excluded inexperienced Soviet viewers from the publics that 
they aimed for. Through practices of self-mythologization and isolation they developed their 
own brand, which soon came to monopolise the attention of foreign buyers and viewers.806 
Section 5.2 further scrutinises the growing interest in Europe and North America in the 
so-called ‘nonconformist’ art from the USSR. One of the major triggers for the expansion of 
Soviet art in the West was the Sotheby’s auction held in Moscow on 7 July 1988.807 Apart from 
the masterpieces of Russian avant-garde by Alexander Rodchenko, Varvara Stepanova, 
Nadezhda Udaltsova, Alexander Drevin and Maria Ender, among others, it also included works 
by contemporary Soviet artists, both those of the older generation, such as Kabakov and 
Yankilevsky, and younger ones, such as Zakharov or Shutov.808 The fact that works only 
recently considered not to be good enough to be called ‘art’ were successfully sold and reached 
unexpectedly high prices had a significant effect on all aspects of artistic life in the USSR.809  
The growing interconnections with the West fostered the emergence and transformation 
of many of the art roles, such as curators, dealers or art critics, which were previously 
performed by artists themselves. One of the major novelties at that time was the establishment 
of the commercial art galleries, analysed in Section 5.3. Their emergence went hand-in-hand 
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with the development of the new type of society in the wake of the dissolution of the USSR 
and the beginning of a new period of ‘primitive accumulation’.810 Since the new society 
required new modes of communication, the activities of the first commercial galleries were 
directed at testing the possible approaches. I shall use the case of the Regina gallery, founded 
by the businessman Vladimir Ovcharenko and directed by the artist Oleg Kulik, as an example 
of the radical solutions both for addressing the public and reflecting on the new social order. 
This period continued the process of institutionalisation of contemporary art and 
curatorial practices discussed in the previous chapters. This process was further fostered by the 
optimism and excitement of perestroika and its aftermath. I shall demonstrate that the 
institutions developed in the period were continuations of curator-auteur role. Section 5.4 
scrutinizes practices of Backstein, Bazhanov and Misiano. It discusses the approach towards 
modernization of art infrastructure which they proposed. 
 
5.1. Mosca: Terza Roma, May – July 1989 
 
The opening of the Russian art exhibition was an exciting event for the Rome art scene 
at the time.811 The showcasing of artists previously labelled as ‘underground’ was not 
uncommon in Europe, due to the quickly escalating ‘Gorby-mania’ of the late 1980s which 
manifested itself as an interest in everything Soviet, including Soviet art.812  Mosca: terza Roma 
exhibition was the first of its kind to take place in Rome, however, and offered a fresh 
perspective for the Rome art scene, which, according to Schroth, was dominated by barely 
active museums and Eurocentric galleries.813  
The spatial arrangement of the exhibition was informed by the peculiarities of the 
exhibition venue. Sala 1 was located in a previously abandoned church constructed in 1927 
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and repurposed in the late 1960s by the priest-sculptor Tito Amodei for showing contemporary 
art.814 Schroth claimed that the artists were fascinated by the space from the moment they saw 
it. Throughout the preparation of the display, they worked together with Misiano on developing 
the best ways to incorporate their works into the architecture.815 The interplay between the 
architecture and the art objects was facilitated by the fact that most of the works were created 
on site. Logistical difficulties, the high cost of transportation and the lack of funding or state 
support resulted in the decision to bring only the necessities from Russia and to produce objects 
using the materials at hand.816  
As pointed out by one of the reviewers of the show, the site-specificity was indeed one 
of its most peculiar features.817 The ecclesiastical architecture emphasised the historical and 
philosophical connections to the imperial theme. All works developed the parallels between 
the Soviet Empire with its recognisable visual elements, and the great empires of the past, be 
they the Roman or the Byzantine. Such works as Boris Orlov’s Iconstas (Figs. 5.1–5.2), 
Konstantin Zvezdochetov’s Kostroma-Mama (Fig. 5.3) or Andrei Filippov’s Tainaia Vecheria 
[The last supper] (Figs. 5.4–5.5) were situated on the borderline between ‘postmodern 
aesthetics’ and ‘Socialist Realist kitsch’, bringing together visual references and symbols of 
different realities and epochs.818 Being located within the alcoves, the works acquired almost 
altar-like appearances. All three pieces seemed to challenge the Soviet imperial claim by 
parodying their grandeur, as in the case of Orlov, or by creating alternative myths, as 
Zvezdochetov did in his theatrical installation. 
The atmosphere of worship and piety produced by the architecture was especially 
striking in the case of Filippov’s Tainaia Vecheria (Fig. 5.5), whose positioning in the alcove 
further strengthened its references to religion. Filippov’s version of the Last Supper was served 
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on a table covered with red cloth, as was customary at Communist Party meetings. Traditional 
cutlery, was substituted by threatening hammers and sickles, the symbols of communism. At a 
table barren of any food or drink, the ‘last supper’ of the Communist Party presented 
communism as a failed religion that could not provide sustenance and prosperity to its 
adherents. 
Unlike Filippov’s work, which already had strong references to religion, Dmitry 
Prigov’s piece acquired such connotations mainly due to its placement (Figs.5.6–5.7). 
Assembling recent copies of the newspaper Pravda [Truth], Prigov used them as a canvas for 
inscribing new words and meanings questioning the production of ideology in the Soviet 
Empire. The work was sited in the red corner, a place traditionally reserved for an icon. In the 
early twentieth century this space was usurped by Malevich’s Black Square, replacing the 
power of religion with the power of artistic gesture. Prigov’s work, however, showed that in 
1989, this place was occupied by Soviet doctrine.  
The setting of the abandoned church and the atmosphere of decline it created dominated 
the show, evoking the connotations of the collapsing power of the empire in many of the 
featured works. For example, it was vividly reflected in the ‘disabled’ and distorted objects by 
Andrei Roiter set to comment on the utopian dreams and inevitability of the decline of the 
Soviet Empire (Fig.5.5). 
Despite the diversity of practices included the exhibition was a coherent gesture of 
curator-auteur. Through his project Misiano raised a number of important questions. First, 
Misiano commented on the state of the Soviet state and exemplified it through different 
perceptions of Soviet power among different generations. He traced the development of the 
artistic approaches to the USSR from its understanding as  the ‘unshakable’ empire by the older 
generation of Moscow alternative artists, such as Orlov and Prigov, through the tendency 
towards ‘narration and myth’ among the artists who became known in the late 1970s and early 
1980s, such as Zakharov, Zvezdochetov and Filippov, to the youngest generation, represented 
by Roiter and Litichevskii, whose works reflected their beliefs that ‘the muscles of the imperial 
power were weakening and that it was turning from tragedy into a petty farce’.819  
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Second, he responded to the concerns among global art professionals at the time about 
the ‘national questions’ in art. The exhibition was a commentary on the specificity of Russian 
art and its ambiguous position in-between ‘the first Rome and the third Rome, between East 
and West’.820 Misiano described his approach to organising the exhibition as ‘emissary’ 
curating.821 Thus, he assumed the role of a delegate, a cultural ambassador entrusted with the 
authority to find the most appropriate ways to mediate Soviet culture abroad. Why did this 
approach cause the initial revolt from some of the artists, however? 
The whole project started before Misiano’s engagement in it. The first impulse was 
Schroth’s meeting with the artist Nikita Alekseev. After APTART closure he emigrated to 
France where he and Schroth met.822 They discussed the notion of Moscow as the third Rome 
and the responses to this idea in among Moscow artists.823 Filippov showed his work Rimu-
Rim for the first time at the APTART en plein air exhibition, 29 May 1983 (Fig.5.8), and then 
during the Klava group exhibition, March 1987 (Fig. 5.9).  This work presented the art world 
with an unexpected discovery that Rimu-Rim [Rome to Rome] was the common Soviet 
ideological slogan Miru-Mir [Peace to the World] when read from right to left. Filippov’s 
linguistic joke and its execution received recognition and approval within the Moscow 
conceptual art scene and furthered interest in exploring this topic.824   
References to Roman–Byzantine subjects, as well as ironic parallels to the USSR as an 
embodiment of an eternal empire, were quickly embraced by the Moscow conceptualists. The 
catchy phrase ‘Moscow – the Third Rome’ became widely circulated and resonated with the 
euphoric atmosphere of the emerging perestroika.825 It also became the title of a hit song 
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performed by the Srednerusskaia vozvyshennost’ [Middle Russian elevation] rock band.826 In 
summer 1987, Klava organised an action, entitled Parokhod [Steamship], during which the 
group, together with an audience of 200 people, sailed in a hired ship on the Moscow River 
singing ‘Rome, Rome, Rome/Rome to Rome/and the fourth will never be’.827 The action was 
very characteristic of Klava’s approach. As was discussed in Chapter 4, the themes for 
exhibitions and events organised by the club stemmed from the discussions and debates among 
its members which usually excluded outsider viewers. This was also the case with the 
Parokhod action, as it was organised for a limited audience only, namely for those who were 
invited to join the rented vessel. Even if transported to another location, however, the meaning 
of the event would be hardly comprehensible to accidental viewers, since the idea of Moscow 
as the third Rome would require further clarification.  
The case of Misiano’s exhibition was different. He was an outsider to the conceptual 
art circle, thus the above-mentioned exploration of the imperial theme by Klava artists became 
only the starting point for Misiano’s exhibition. Rather than just transporting this discussion 
from Moscow to Rome, Misiano turned it into a show offering a wider perspective on the same 
idea, contextualising it in tune with the large-scale transformations that the country had 
embarked upon. He went against the unspoken conventions by avoiding the narrow focus of 
Klava and inviting artists who did not belong to the same closed community and were not 
participants of the same discussion.828 Moreover, this approach meant the exclusion of some 
artists whose right to participate in the self-organised exhibitions had never been questioned 
before. For example, Alekseev was not invited. Misiano’s selectiveness, and the fact that he 
did not represent the whole ‘school’, but rather chose a few individuals, set many artists against 
him.829 Retrospectively responding to this conflict, Misiano acknowledged that his actions had 
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created a sense of ‘usurpation’.830 He emphasised, however, the importance of developing his 
own vision, excluding those who did not fit into it, thus preferring professional relations over 
the personal, and the tendency to individual expression over collective exhibition-making.  
The inner tensions between the artists and the curator were hardly noticed, however, by 
the viewers. The comments of the press on the selection of artists were ambiguous. On the one 
hand, Guliano Gori, an Italian collector who supported the exhibition and in whose collection 
most of the exhibited works ended up, argued that the exhibition was different from many other 
Soviet displays, which did not aim to provide a critical analysis of the place of Russian art in 
the global art scene, but rather aimed at satisfying Western commercial demands for ‘exotic’ 
art from Russia.831 Compared to the shows that presented the same range of artists, who became 
humorously labelled as the ‘national art team of the USSR’, Mosca: Terza Roma was a 
conceptually coherent show rather than just a response to the ‘fashion surplus’.832 On the other 
hand, the majority of the reviews at the time failed to notice such distinctions and situated it in 
line with other showcases of ‘perestroika art’, worth attention primarily due to the former 
‘underground’ status of the artists presented.833 
Despite divergence of views, Mosca: Terza Roma can be seen as constituting a novel 
approach towards the principles of cultural mediation and exhibition-making. On the one hand, 
it demonstrated that the issue of inclusion and exclusion still remained one of the central 
concerns. On the other hand, there was a sharp distinction with the understanding of this issue 
in the context of the House of Culture exhibition of 1975. This distinction was most vividly 
manifested in the concerns and issues underpinning the selection process. In the case of Mosca: 
Terza Roma it was the ideas, goals and interests of the individual curator which informed the 
choice. The curatorial role was no longer limited to facilitating the show’s production, rather, 
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it developed to occupy a much more authoritative position, which allowed Misano to invite 
artists to participate in his project. This model went against the established principles of the 
Moscow art scene, which were based on notions of collectivity and inner hierarchy. 
Furthermore, Misiano’s approach reflected the growing individualisation of the Soviet society, 
which was only becoming evident in 1989 and further developed in the aftermath of 
perestroika.834 Misiano’s understanding of the show as his project represented a challenge to 
these principles. 
It should also be mentioned that Misiano regarded this show as representing the 
inauguration of his curatorial career.835 After the project was completed, he resigned from his 
position in the Pushkin Museum, a decision which he saw as a crucial step towards becoming 
a curator and which resonated with the development of this profession in Western countries in 
the 1960s and 1970s.836 Specifically, Misiano considered his decision to leave an established 
institution in order to pursue an independent career as subscribing to the argument that 
curatorship should be located beyond institutions. As I shall discuss further in Section 5.4, 
however, Misiano did not remain completely independent, since his subsequent career 
development led to the foundation of a new art critical periodical. Thus, we should view his 
departure from the Pushkin museum as also representing dissatisfaction with the old 
institutions of art and as an attempt to create new alternatives based on the new principles of 
authorship and individuality. 
Mosca: Terza Roma was an example of an individual curatorial gesture aimed at global 
publics. This kind of approach to the mediation of Soviet culture abroad was far from being 
the dominant one, however. In the following section I shall discus a variety of other approaches 
to the presentation and mediation of Soviet art on the global arena, and their relationships with 
the curator–auteur role. 
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5.2. Soviet Art on the International Arena 
 
 
The support of foreigners, whether diplomats, researchers or art professionals, had 
always constituted an important part of the alternative art scene.837 The success of the 
Sotheby’s auction, however, turned what previously could be described as a modest interest 
into a real boom which had considerable effects on the principles of artistic production and 
presentation.838 First, the growing presence and importance of the international public, as well 
as their lack of knowledge of Soviet art, questioned the previous conventions and norms of the 
Moscow alternative art scene.  Second, alternative art was an important tool in establishing 
foreign relations. The representatives of the state cultural institutions often used it to project 
the desired image of the country abroad. In this section I shall discuss how these factors 
informed exhibition-making. 
 
5.2.1 International Exhibitions and New Foreign Audiences 
 
One of the results of the Sotheby’s auction was the questioning of the existing aesthetic 
and commercial values.839 Artists who were favoured by foreign art professionals and buyers 
were not necessarily those considered to be the leaders of contemporary art on the domestic art 
scene.  A vivid example of the discrepancies between the preferences of the global art market 
and the structures of the Moscow art world was the work Fundamental Lexicon. Part 2 by 
Grisha Bruskin. Bruskin was retrospectively described by his fellow artists as a ‘great person 
and talented artist, but never the leader of the contemporary art pack, such as Kabakov, for 
example, was’.840 The fact that his work, initially estimated at £14,000–18,000, was sold for 
£242,000, becoming the most expensive contemporary art lot in the show came as a total 
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surprise to many.841 While such a high price filled many artists with hopes for a better future, 
it also made them question their previously firm rankings and values, as well as the criteria 
according to which the value of art was defined. State art institutions, such as the Ministry of 
Culture, quickly recognised the monetary benefits of the foreign attention and the associated 
surge of foreign currency and were quick to readjust their ways of functioning to facilitate its 
development.842 One example of this process was art salons, established by the Ministry of 
Culture and the Artist’s Union, with the aim of facilitating sales of Russian artworks to the 
West.843  
 The impact of this readjustment was further reinforced by the changes in the 
subsidisation of art and the withdrawal of previous forms of state protectionism in art. Until 
1988 regional enterprises, factories and state farms were obliged to acquire art from the Art 
Fund creating constant demand for artworks by Soviet artists.844 However, after 1988 artists 
were encouraged to opt for the commercialisation of art, independent of previous forms of 
ideology. The principles of self-sufficiency within the cultural sphere were supported by 
reformists within the Central Committee of the Party as having the potential of ‘opening up 
new creative reservoirs’, introducing a spirit of ‘creative rivalry’ and ‘healthy competition’.845 
The first striking success of Russian artists aboard, however, led to a growing ‘obsession with 
the Western markets and sales’.846 The aspiration to gain international reputations, buyers and 
supporters resulted in attempts by the artists to develop their own ‘brands’, departing from the 
ideas of contemporary art as a collectively created phenomenon. The transition from the world 
of the alternative community to the world of commerce fractured the collectivist spirit inspired 
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by the artists’ marginal position in society and replaced it with a new ideology of 
individualism.847   
Meanwhile, the lack of knowledge of contemporary Soviet art among foreign 
specialists resulted not only in the overthrowing of the old value systems, but also in the varied, 
and often unpredictable, levels of exposure which different artists received abroad. Many of 
the exhibitions aimed at foreign audiences did not seek to reflect the context of production of 
Soviet art or its established structures. While such exhibitions were created by professional 
‘curators’ from foreign art institutions, it was the ‘curatorial’ approach which they often lacked. 
Unlike Mosca: Terza Roma the selection and presentation of the works did not follow any 
conceptual criteria but were quite random. The deficiency of knowledge and expertise about 
Russian art among Western professionals often resulted in the fortuitous choice of artists.848 
According to an interview in The Los Angeles Times with Tair Salakhov, the first secretary of 
the Artists’ Union, ‘in 1989 alone, the Soviet Union hosted 100 exhibitions of art from foreign 
countries, and Soviet artists exported an equal number of shows of their works’.849 The term 
‘exported’ seems to be the most relevant way to describe the nature of those events. Discussing 
the shows of foreign art held in Russia, the journalist points to their ‘eclectic range’, and a 
similar claim can be made in relation to the shows of Soviet artists abroad.850 Rather than 
attempting to provide any critical overview of the artistic practices, or to offer a systematic 
analysis of the Moscow art scene, many of them seemed to have had no other objective apart 
from bringing fashionable Russian art closer to potential buyers. Thus, these exhibitions did 
not aim to address or cultivate new audiences, but rather to satisfy the growing appetite for 
‘exotic’ art. Very representative is the fact that in 1990 alone there were three exhibitions 
devoted to the output of the Furmanny Lane studios, a place which did not have any conceptual 
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unity among the artists apart from being a mecca for foreigners shopping for emerging Russian 
artists.851  
The growing popularity of Russian art abroad went hand-in-hand with Gorbachev’s 
intentions to improve international relations.852 As the country sought to integrate itself into 
the world market, it also had to find the means of integrating into the global art market. A vivid 
demonstration of the attempt to promote Russian art and establish cultural exchange with 
Western institutions was the exhibition 10+10: Contemporary Soviet and American Painters, 
held in turns by four American art institutions from September 1989 to March 1990.853 The 
show was co-curated by the representatives of the Modern Art Museum of Fort Worth, where 
the show opened on 6 September 1989 and Pavel Khoroshilov, director of one of the export art 
salons. supported by InterCultura agency, a body created to facilitate international cultural 
relations, and the Soviet Ministry of Culture. 854 10+10 emerged as a by-product of Western 
curators’ interest in resurfacing Russian avant-garde. Trying to secure favour with the Russian 
authorities in order to ‘gain access to previously inaccessible treasures in the State museums’ 
American curators agreed to organise a show of young Soviet painters in addition to the 
historical survey.855 
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As suggested by the title, 10+10 presented works by ten American and ten Soviet 
artists. In their statement for the catalogue, co-curator Pavel Khoroshilov and two 
representatives of the American host institutions described their selection process as having 
‘no preconceived ideas of matching artists by style or content’ but rather including works that 
‘represented current aesthetic interests and would further be of interest to the new audiences in 
each country’.856 One of the restrictions imposed by the co-curators in order to facilitate the 
selection process was that the artists had to be under 40 years old. In one of the following 
catalogue essays, the art historian John Bowlt acknowledged the importance and urgency of 
this East–West dialogue but expressed some concerns about the premise of the show. Bowlt 
claimed that ‘even though they [Soviet artists] might enjoy being associated with the chic 
behaviour of the international art scene, they do belong to a specific artistic development and 
should not be removed totally from the continuum of their predecessors’.857 
As an example of the art exchange involving Russian state institutions, 10+10 might 
have successfully promoted bilateral cultural diplomacy, but it did very little to establish the 
Soviet artists as contenders on the international art stage, as it almost completely sidestepped 
the specificities of the participating artists’ practices. This was reflected in the press around the 
show. It highlighted the political turmoil of the Soviet Union in favour of aesthetic qualities of 
art as if to suggest that there was nothing remarkable about it apart from its ‘exotic’ origins and 
‘underground’ status. Among the growing number of shows characterised by this approach 
Misiano’s exhibition presented a refreshing alternative. The fact that his authorial, and 
authoritative, gesture got partly lost behind the attempts to label the presented art as 
‘underground’ should not necessarily be connected to its unsoundness. Rather is should be seen 
as an indication of the lack of critical knowledge which would allow viewers to approach Soviet 
art. The development of curator-auteur role was an attempt to find the ways of presentation 
and communication of Soviet art which would allow to overcome this barrier. 
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5.2.2 National Presentations at The Venice Biennale, 1990 – 1993 
 
An important step towards finding the place of Russian art in the global arena was the 
participation of the country in the Venice Biennale. The changed approach towards the shows 
presented in the Soviet (and, after 1991, the Russian) pavilion reflected the country’s attempts 
to redefine its own identity. The national pavilion represented the image of Soviet and Russian 
art that the cultural authorities and the exhibitions’ organisers wanted to project abroad. The 
changes in the exhibition strategies echoed the transformations of the State approaches to the 
mediation of Soviet culture abroad. This issue became especially important in 1990 - 1993 as 
exhibitions were invested with the task to communicate the ongoing social and political 
changes to the global world.  
Soviet participation in the Venice Biennale began in 1924 and in the 1920s and 1930s, 
it was characterised by irregularity and interruptions.858 In 1936, the USSR decided not to take 
part in the Biennale and the pavilion remained closed until Khrushchev’s Thaw. Since 1956, 
when Soviet participation was renewed, the USSR took part every two years, with one 
exception – when it withdrew from two consecutive exhibitions in 1978 and 1980 in protest at 
the inclusion of some of the Russian alternative artists in the Biennale of Dissent, 1977, curated 
by Enrico Crispolti and Gabriella Moncada.859 
Throughout the Soviet period, the majority of the Biennale displays were compiled 
from the collection of the Ministry of Culture. According to Vladimir Goriainov, the head of 
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the contemporary art department in the Pushkin Museum and the commissar of the Soviet 
Pavilion in 1964 – 1993, the content and the ideological features of each exposition varied from 
year to year, depending on the political climate within the country. In any case, the emphasis 
was placed on the inclusion of works from most of the Soviet republics and thematic plots, 
such as Lenin, the revolution or Soviet workers.860 Some of the exhibitions included more 
liberal artists, but as Goriainov claims, ‘there always had to be a balance: you include Falk – 
very good, but he is not strictly speaking a Socialist Realist artist, so in the first room you will 
need to put something more politically accepted’.861 
In 1990, however, the Soviet Pavilion underwent a ‘breakthrough to a new art’.862 The 
pavilion was given over to young artists from the newly established commercial gallery Pervaia 
[First].863 Since its opening, the gallery had a particular focus on establishing international 
connections and positioning itself within the global art market. Its first exhibition, Foto v 
zhivopisi [Photo in painting], was a collaboration with the American dealer Phyllis Kind.864 
The second exhibition of the gallery, in 1989, was the show Rauschenberg – nam, my 
Rauschenbergu [Rauschenberg – to us, we – to Rauschenberg]. Aidan Salakhova, the daughter 
of Tair Salakhov and one of the gallery co-founders, met Rauschenberg during his visit to 
Moscow in 1988 and received a painting from him as a present.865 The painting later became 
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the centre of the gallery show she organised. The show included the works of twenty young 
Mosocw artists who responded to the gifted works and paid homage to Rauschenberg.866  
The exhibition was visited by Goriainov, who, inspired by the display, suggested that 
the same project could be done for the pavilion in Venice. Rauschenberg agreed to produce a 
new work especially for this occasion and Goriainov selected six out of the initial twenty artists 
to participate.867 Giving the pavilion over to the young artists and including a well-known 
American artist was, for Goriainov, an expert in international relations, a way to reflect the 
changing climate in the country.868 The inclusion of Rauschenberg not only challenged the 
conventional understanding of national representation, but also, as Goriainov wrote in the 
biennale catalogue, offered an opportunity to ‘compare different cultures and generations’. 
Unlike the presentation in the gallery the display in Venice focused more on the influence of 
Russian avant-garde both on practice of contemporary Russian artists and Rauschenberg’s 
work. It was Salakhova, however, who brought the initial groups of artists together, and who 
carried out the installation and the hanging of the works, making her the first woman to curate 
the Soviet pavilion and thus adding to the other novelties of the project (Fig.5.10). 
Goriainov’s decision was met with some resistance within the Ministry, but since the 
exhibitions no longer had to be approved by the Central Committee, the project went ahead.869 
Nonetheless, the Ministry withdrew all financial support and the project was sponsored by the 
businessman Mikhail Krug, director and sponsor of the Pervaia gallery. The Russian-speaking 
press, meanwhile, criticised the handing over of the national pavilion to a private commercial 
organisation. For instance, according to Russkaia Mysl, the Ministry missed out on ‘the 
opportunity to make use of the success of contemporary Soviet art abroad’ and to present 
‘genuinely interesting artists (whose names are known not only in the West but also among 
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certain Soviet specialists)’.870 The newspaper also criticised the ‘commercial’ nature of 
Rauschenberg’s contribution, who, as the reviewer claimed, used participation in the Soviet 
display as a way to ‘return to his glorious past of thirty years earlier’.871 Rauschenberg’s role 
in the project was also commented on by the Western media. Kunstforum International pointed 
out ‘the negative effect, that [need] had on Russian artists’ pushing them ‘under the wing of 
Uncle Bob’.872 Art. Das Kunstmagazine suggested the dominant presence of American artist 
who supposedly dictated the concept of the show.873  
The artists and commissar’s assessment of their own work was ambiguous. While, for 
the participants of the exhibition, the experience of being in Venice and representing the 
country in this major art event was ‘phenomenal’ and ‘unbelievable’,874 Goriainov pointed to 
the difference in the perception of almost the same show in Russia and abroad.875 When 
exhibited in Moscow, the display seemed truly innovative, but when transferred to Venice, 
where the international audience seemed to be too experienced to be surprised, the show lost 
its initial appeal. Moreover, as Goriainov pointed out ‘in the days of the Soviet Union they 
[Western audience] used to titter and laugh at what we showed in the Pavilion because the art 
was not what they were used to. But in 1990 there was no discovery.’876 
Despite Goriainov’s disillusion, and contrary to the expectations of the artists who left 
Venice before the awards were announced, the pavilion received an honourable mention. The 
award can undoubtedly be seen as an example of the ‘pacificatory cultural diplomacy’ that was 
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characteristic of the relations between Russia and the West at that time.877 As Margaret Garlake 
of Art Monthly noted despite the fact that the Russians still had ‘a long way to catch up’, their 
pavilion, which ‘set to relate the modernist tradition to the canonical sources of contemporary 
painting’ was a ‘great deal better than any Soviet art we normally see in London’.878 The 
exhibition both made the references to Russian avant-garde and represented the liveliness and 
intensity of the new artistic life through the view of one of the active participants of the cultural 
life at the time. While Goriainov’s decision to delegate the curatorial role to the founder of the 
newly established commercial gallery was undoubtedly risky, it resulted in an engaging display 
which offered a different view on Soviet art as compared to many other international shows 
created at the same time. 
A different approach was chosen for the Russian Pavilion at the subsequent 45th Venice 
Biennale. A solo project of Ilya Kabakov, entitled Red Pavilion, offered a striking alternative 
to the display of energetic and ambitious young Moscow artists where ‘vodka and Coca-Cola 
demonstrated the friendship of perestroika and pop-art’.879 By 1993, the Russian Pavilion was 
half-ruined and in need of major renovation. It was this atmosphere of devastation that became 
the central element of the final display. The artist fenced off the pavilion, turning it into a 
construction site, which made it look like ‘it was not ready for the exhibit, that it was still being 
built’.880 Entering the pavilion, visitors found it filled with abandoned scaffolding and 
construction debris. Walking through the darkened space, they reached the balcony, from 
which they could see a garden with a small plywood pavilion of the USSR painted in bright 
red. This scene was complemented by triumphant Soviet music coming out from the 
construction.881 
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This project was undoubtedly a very witty commentary on the new Russian state, the 
failed quest of building socialism and the new epoch it was entering. The power of the display 
was confirmed by the positive reviews that the pavilion received.882 At the same time, the 
choice of the artist and the process of organising and administrating the show reveals the 
peculiarities of Russian art infrastructure and the preferred strategies of Russian cultural 
officials in the new conditions. 
Goriainov formally remained the commissar of the pavilion, however, he decided to 
leave his post and was not involved in the decision making.883 This position was taken by 
Bazhanov, who by that time had become the Head of the Department of Visual Art in the 
Ministry of Culture. As with the previous pavilion, the Ministry did not provide any financial 
support. Moreover, by 1993, the financial climate in the country had worsened significantly, 
making it almost impossible to find any private sponsor. According to Bazhanov, this situation 
made him look for potential artists and sponsors abroad.884 Bazhanov explained his decision to 
select Kabakov as being motivated by the fact that he was ‘the biggest figure in Russian 
contemporary art, known to everyone’.885 By inviting Kabakov, he also hoped to solve the 
financial issues and secure the support of the dealers working with the artist.886 The  artist, who 
had been living and working in the USA since 1988, had not expected this invitation. As 
Kabakov described, it came as a surprise to them when they received a call from an official of 
the Ministry informing them that Ilya Kabakov was chosen to participate in the Venice 
Biennale in such a manner as to leave them almost no other choice than to agree.887 
Despite the critical acclaim and the award received at the Venice Biennale, the pavilion 
also signalled the impasse into which the current approach towards the representation of Soviet 
art was quickly descending. Organisers fell into the same old trap of presenting art ‘for 
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export’.888 This made the 1993 display far less daring, experimental and critical as compared 
to the one created by Salakhova and the Pervaia gallery. The 1990 exhibition also included a 
‘big name’, Rauschenberg. However, it can be argued that Rauschenberg’s participation was 
used as a way to draw attention to the younger artists and the new initiatives in Moscow as 
well as potentially to facilitate their further development within the country by getting 
recognition in the West. In 1993 the decision to opt for a ‘big name’ was explained by a very 
different rationale – lack of state support, funding and sufficient infrastructure, as well as the 
reliance on the previous success of Russian art in Western markets. Giving the pavilion to 
Kabakov can be seen as an attempt to benefit from the well-known ‘brand’ or ‘label’ of 
contemporary Soviet art. The cultural officials were unwilling to acknowledge that it neither 
represented the current state of Russian art nor had the potential to support and promote Russian 
art abroad. While this approach did not diminish the artistic value of the presented installation, 
I suggest that it reflected the decline in the previously rapid development of the curatorial 
experiments in Moscow and marked the beginning of a new stage, which lies beyond the scope 
of the investigation of this thesis. 
The analyses of the two exhibitions reflected the approaches of the state-run and 
alternative institutions towards the mediation of Russian culture abroad. In both cases the state 
withdrew its support. However, the 1991 exhibition was informed by the excitement and 
optimism of the perestroika period. Private art enterprises and private sponsors supported the 
creation of experimental art displays and promotion of young Russian artists abroad. The 
example of 1993, however, demonstrated that during only 3 years this attitude changed.  The 
Russian art world failed to build the infrastructure which would be sufficient for further 
development of young Russian art both on national and international scales. Instead, it retired 
back to presenting already established and known names. The discussion of 1990 display also 
revealed the growing role of the newly established art institutions, such as Pervaia gallery. In 
the early 1990s they challenged the authority of state-run system. As I shall demonstrate in the 
next section the attempts to develop new art infrastructure were closely connected to the 
advancement of curator-auteur role. 
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5.3 Commercial Galleries as Popularisers of Contemporary Art 
 
In the early 1990s, the previously firm and established state-controlled structure of the 
Soviet artistic world was crumbling.889 As the national economy was undergoing a 
transformation from a state-planned system to a capitalist order based on markets, free 
enterprise and private property, the art world also had to adjust to the new conditions. While 
the state art institutions, including the Artists’ Union and Art Fund, were losing their previously 
tight grip over the exhibitions and art sales, a new type of institution emerged.890 The end of 
the state monopoly on art sales fostered the emergence of commercial art enterprises and art 
galleries mushroomed during the first few years of the decade.891 Galleries such as Pervaia 
(1989–1992), the Guelman gallery (1990–present), the Regina gallery (1990–present), the L 
gallery (1991–1993), the Shkola [School] gallery, (1991–1994), and the 1.0 gallery (1992–
1995) can be regarded as the most visited and talked about spaces at that time.892 None of the 
galleries had a rigid specialisation, with the same artists often smoothly transitioning from one 
venue to another.893  Some of them, however, managed to develop distinctive styles, influenced 
                                               
 
889 Nepomnyashchy, C.T. ‘Perestroika and the Soviet Creative Unions’ in Norman, J. O. New Perspectives on 
Russian and Soviet Artistic Culture: Selected Papers from the Fourth World Congress for Soviet and East 
European Studies, Harrogate, 1990. Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1994, pp. 129-150 
890 On the changing role of the Artist’s Union see: Grosse, O. Tak li sovershenna struktura soiuza khudozhnikov 
№1, 1987. 
891 Diakonov, V. Dlia vselennoi 20 let – malo: galerei 1990h kak zakazchiki i populiarizatory iskusstva 
molodogo rossiiskogo kapitalizma [For the universe 20 years is nothing: galleries of the 1990s as 
commissioners and promoters of art of young Russian capitalism] Art Guide, September, 18, 2013. Available at: 
http://artguide.com/posts/423-dlia-vsieliennoi-dvadtsat-liet-malo-ghalieriei-1990-kh-ghodov-kak-zakazchiki-i-
populiarizatory-iskusstva-molodogho-rossiiskogho. 
892 Kravtsova, M. Kogda galeristy byli radikal’nymi, a khudozhniki “novymi russkimi” [When gallerists were 
radical and the artists were “new Russians”], Art Guide,  March, 31, 2014. Available at: 
http://artguide.com/posts/559-koghda-ghalieristy-byli-radikalami-a-khudozhniki-novymi-russkimi 
893 Diakonov, V. Dlia vselennoi 20 let – malo: galerei 1990h kak zakazchiki i populiarizatory iskusstva 
molodogo rossiiskogo kapitalizma [For the universe 20 years is nothing: galleries of the 1990s as 
commissioners and promoters of art of young Russian capitalism] Art Guide, September, 18, 2013. Available at: 
http://artguide.com/posts/423-dlia-vsieliennoi-dvadtsat-liet-malo-ghalieriei-1990-kh-ghodov-kak-zakazchiki-i-
populiarizatory-iskusstva-molodogho-rossiiskogho. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
264  
by the interests and tastes of their founders or creative directors.894 As this section 
demonstrates, the exhibition agendas of the galleries, and the nature of the events, they held 
were continuations of their owners’ or directors’ personal interests and views. For a very short 
period of time Moscow commercial art galleries were the products of curators-auteurs. 
Further analysis of the galleries and their projects requires some clarification of the 
principles and peculiarities of the functioning of commercial art galleries in early-1990s 
Moscow, and the surrounding social context. The gallery models developed at the time in 
Russia were very different from those in the West. Their differences can be grouped into three 
major factors.  
The first factor was the gender balance. Even a brief analysis reveals the growing 
engagement of women. Galleries, such as Shkola, Pervaia (later, Aidan) and L (later, XL) were 
run by women - Irina Meglinskaia, Aidan Salakhova and Elena Elagina respectively. This 
strikes a contrast to the male-dominated state art institutions and the alternative artistic 
community in general, which were centred on the idea of the genius male artist, while female 
artists were still a minority.895 The growing engagement of women in the gallery system might 
be seen as being a result of the initial perception of gallery work in Russia as an administrative 
day-to-day routine which was considered as belonging to the spectrum of female duties. 
The second factor was the main objectives of the galleries’ activities. Unlike 
commercial enterprises in Europe and North America, Russian art galleries seemed not to be 
interested in monetary profit, or at least did not have it as their top priority. Most of them 
remained unprofitable and were economically dependent on the support of private sponsors or 
the income of their owners. Such income was not related to art but rather came from other 
spheres.896 This is explained by the underdeveloped national art market, on the one hand, and 
                                               
 
894 Orlova, M. Metafizika prostora. [Metaphysics of space] Interview by Timofeev, S. Artterritory, April, 3, 
2013. Available at: https://www.artterritory.com/ru/teksti/intervjju/216-metafizika_prostora/. 
895 See: Butakova, E. ‘Pre-krasnoe’: Women and ‘unofficial’ art in Moscow, from abstraction to conceptualism 
(1960s – 1980s)’ in Lindsay, I, and Lavery, R. Soviet Women and Their Art: The Spirit of Equality, 2019. For a 
wider discussion of gender politics in the USSR see: Katz, K. Gender, Work, and Wages in the Soviet Union: A 
Legacy of Discrimination. Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave, 2001; Ashwin, S. Gender, State and 
Society in Soviet and Post-Soviet Russia. London: Routledge, 2006; and Ilič, M. The Palgrave Handbook of 
Women and Gender in Twentieth-Century Russia and the Soviet Union. London: Palgrave, 2018. 
896 Kovalev, A. ‘Installiruia 90s [Installing the 90s]’ in Selina, E., and Obukhova, A. Rekonstruktsiia 
[Reconstruction] 1990-2000: Exhibition Catalogue. Moskva: Art Guide, 2013, pp.18-39. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
265  
fading interest of foreign collectors, on the other. As the result, those in charge of gallery 
programmes favoured well-attended and much talked-about exhibitions to well-selling ones.897 
This attitude explained the fact that many of the shows organised by the commercial galleries 
were, in fact, not for sale.  
Instead of being driven by commercial objectives, the galleries took on the functions of 
the still-absent museums of contemporary art. With the help of their financial non-art-related 
support, they became the major bodies for commissioning contemporary art and delivering it 
to the viewers. It was the galleries of the early 1990s that were ready to take the risk of showing 
unorthodox and radical artistic practices. Furthermore, they financially supported their 
displays, created publicity around them and facilitated their interpretation by hiring emerging 
art critics to produce supporting texts.898 Developing relations with both established and young 
observers from different publications, galleries played a significant role in the advancement of 
art criticism, which was further supported by the growing press freedom of the period.899 The 
galleries became the major vehicles for the popularisation of contemporary art, aimed not so 
much at potential buyers but rather at wider groups of society.  
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The third factor is closely connected to the goals and objectives of the galleries and is 
concerned with the relations among them. Since profit was not always the priority, there was 
almost no competition based on their commercial agendas. It was common practice for a dealer 
to refer her potential clients to her ‘rivals’ if she did not have something they were looking 
for.900 The gallery owners and curators seemed to assume that they were working for some 
common good, developing and promoting market relationships in the country.901 What they 
fought for was not potential buyers but public attention.902 This resulted in the aspiration to 
surpass the others in the originality and expressivity of their exhibition programmes in an 
attempt to attract the most attention and attendance. 
The focus on exhibitions as a tool for creating and addressing publics was nothing new. 
As has been discussed throughout the thesis, since 1974 the potential of an exhibition to act as 
a tool for bringing together different groups of public and providing them with a space for 
communication and interaction was continuously explored. What changed during the period 
under discussion was the understanding of what constitutes ‘public’, how different ‘publics’ 
communicate and what type of ‘public’ and communication was desired in each particular 
show. As the 1990s saw a significant shift in all of these aspects, the principles of cultural 
mediation and exhibition making had to be revised. 
What changed in the modes of social interaction and communication in the early 1990s, 
therefore? Discussing the nature of the art-related community, Misiano defined the period as a 
time of the ‘flourishing tusovka’.903 How was it different from the artistic circles of the 1970s 
or APTART period, 1982 – 1984 described by Alekseev as ‘pliasanie i tusovka’?904 What was 
the difference between the principles of functioning of these communities and the types of 
                                               
 
900 Sarkisian, O. Eiforiia: nastroieniia i transformatsii art soobshchestva v 1990 gody [Euphory: mood and 
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communication which they developed? In all the cases, the existence of the communities relied 
on the regularity of the meetings of its members: they constantly reproduced themselves 
through people coming together on certain occasions. Similar to the 1970s and the early 1980s, 
in the early 1990s, it was the exhibitions that became the basis of invitation for the meetings 
and thus served as the driving force of tusovka.905 What distinguished the tusovka of the early 
1990s, however, was that its members were not united by any common project.906 In the 
preceding stages of the development of the relations between art and viewers, the majority of 
the participants, organisers and attendants of the events came together due their marginal status. 
In the early 1990s, however, due to the influence from abroad and the growing competition 
among artists, that previously tight community ceased to exist,907 and the only criteria to 
participate in tusovka was to be in the right place at the right time, which was much easier to 
do due to the more organised activities of the commercial art galleries, rather than with the 
semi-hidden ‘publicly secret’ (to use Boym’s term) existence of APTART.  
The peculiarity of the new tusovka, which Misiano emphasised, was the growing 
individualism of its members. This feature was characteristic of the post-Soviet society in 
general and informed the development of the art world.908 Similar to the artists’ interest in 
developing their image and reputation as their own unique ‘brand’, as discussed in Section 5.1, 
other members of tusovka aimed to find their own distinct positions and roles. As Misiano 
writes: 
Tusovka does not know museums, but it has man-museums; it does not know 
real periodicals, but it has man-journals; it does not have art criticism, but it 
has critics; there are no exhibition structures, but there is a curator; there is 
                                               
 
905 Kravtsova, M. Kogda galeristy byli radikal’nymi, a khudozhniki “novymi russkimi” [When gallerists were 
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no reflection, but there is a philosopher; it does not receive state support, but 
it has its own minister. 909 
 
The attempts to replace the collapsing institutions with their personalised surrogates 
contributed to the development of the image of the galleries as the continuation of the private 
personas and reputations of their owners or directors. I shall further clarify this point through 
the discussion of some examples of the galleries active at the time. 
 Pervaia gallery announced its strategy as being focused on supporting and exhibiting 
all ‘non-commercial’ artistic projects.910 It quickly became recognised, however, for the style 
developed by Aidan Salakhova, who co-founded the gallery together with artists Aleksandr 
Yakut and Evgeny Mitta and businessman Mikhail Krug.911 As Mitta retrospectively claimed, 
it was Salakhova who took the lead in most of the projects.912 After the gallery was closed, 
Salakhova continued the same strategy in her own gallery, Aidan, founded in 1992. Her style 
was recognised for its focus on the aesthetics of art and the rejection of aggressive and radical 
gestures.913 Salakhova, who often admitted her admiration for New Russian Classicism,914 a 
style associated with Leningrad artist Timur Novikov, created exhibition projects that 
embodied traditional academic values, such as elaborate composition and form, expressive 
shading and complex colour schemes.915  
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The curators of the L gallery, Elena Romanova and Elena Selina, articulated their 
exhibition strategy in a short text included in the catalogue of their first exhibition, Topografia 
[Topography] (25 December 1991 – 25 January, 1992). They defined it as ‘oriented towards 
Moscow conceptualist artists, younger artists joining this tradition, as well as artists of older 
generations, whose art was experimental for their time’.916 The gallery quickly developed a 
reputation for its high-quality and well-curated exhibitions which continued the quest of 
conceptual art to challenge the boundaries between an artwork and an exhibition, offering an 
unconventional approach to the use of the gallery space.917 It should be mentioned that this 
strategy changed significantly in 1994 when Selina left the gallery, although she reprised a 
similar approach in the XL gallery, which she co-founded with Sergei Khripun in 1993.918 
A more provocative approach towards the development of the exhibition strategy was 
taken by Marat Guelman, who founded the Guelman gallery in 1990. The venue and its founder 
became known for dealing with art which responded to the urgent political and social issues 
unconventionally and often rather radically.919 Exhibiting, supporting and facilitating the 
development of politically engaged art was, for Guelman, not only a means to respond to 
contemporary social matters but also a means to whet the public’s appetite, raising the 
popularity of his gallery as well as his own work.920 As all spheres of life were undergoing 
considerable reorganisation, the exhibitions, which shared the titles with newspaper headlines, 
such as VII s’ezdu narodnykh deputatov Rossii posviashchaetsia [Devoted to VII Congress of 
People’s Deputies of Russia], 2–11 April 1993 or Konversiia [Conversion], 14–24 October 
1993, provoked a lot of attention and hype.921 
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Guelman aspired to appeal to a broader public not previously engaged with alternative 
art. His strategy for doing it consisted in picking up on the most controversial issues within the 
national economy and politics. He defined his gallery approach as ‘connective aesthetics’,922 
borrowing this term from the art critic Suzy Gablick. Guelman pointed to her discussion of the 
necessity for art to reflect on the urgent matters in contemporary society and made this aspect 
his guiding principle.923 By imposing direct political connotations on his exhibitions, Guelman 
sought to explore their potential to ‘expand an audience beyond professionals to include wider 
                                               
 
by mobilising ‘democratic activity’. According to Guelman’s curatorial ambition, the works included aimed to 
explore all aspects of the election process. For artists included see: Guelman, M. VII s’ezdu narodnykh 
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Babasian, N. Delovye Liudi [Business People], February, 2, 2016  
923 See: Gablik, Suzi. The Reenchantment of Art. New York, N.Y: Thames and Hudson, 199; and Gabbk S. 
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populations as well as means of mass media’ and ‘connect the energy of bustling society to 
art’.924  
Such an approach extended not only to the exhibitions but also to Guelman’s support 
and encouragement for artists to create art that engaged with current political life. Unlike 
Salakhova and Selina, who focused on the exploration of the aesthetic and artistic issues and 
concerns, Guelman aimed to increase the involvement of art in the political reorganisation of 
life. In the following years, he initiated and developed a number of projects straddling the fields 
of contemporary art and politics.925 The art critics Ekaterina Degot and Aleksei Trakhanov 
pointed to the drawbacks of this approach, highlighting the ambiguity of Guelman’s position.926 
On the one hand, while the shows draw a lot of attention, it was mostly due to their catchy 
titles, rather than to how they were organised.927 On the other hand, Guelman’s own interest in 
politically-engaged art might had overshadowed the artists’ own positions.928 Using his 
authorial and authoritative role Guelman turned the art he exhibited into what was defined as 
‘parliament-art’.929 
The most recognisable modus operandi was developed by Regina gallery and its artistic 
director, Oleg Kulik. There was some similarity between Kulik and Guelman’s approaches, as 
Kulik, even prior to Guelman, introduced an element of political and social criticism into an 
art exhibition. As I shall further discuss he did not rely on striking contemporary topics as a 
tool for the attraction of public attention but opted for the strategy of creating a spectacle.  
Regina was founded in 1990 by Vladimir Ovcharenko, a businessman, and a self-
confessed ‘outsider’ in the art world, who once claimed that his ‘ignorance of the artistic life 
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in Moscow was one of the reasons that the gallery succeeded’.930 His collaboration with Kulik 
was undoubtedly another major factor contributing to the gallery’s rapidly growing popularity 
and the myths created around the persona of the owner, curator and the institution itself. Despite 
the fact that not all the gallery projects were created by Kulik, his name became almost 
synonymous with the gallery itself. Misiano highlighted this fact as a uniquely Russian 
condition, when a ‘curator is understood as a type of an artist creating the gallery in the process 
of his chaotic self-realisation’, and thus ‘cannot be separated from the gallery, as the artists 
cannot be separated from his artwork’.931 The claim that such a phenomenon was specific to 
Russia can be challenged by turning to the examples of artist-run spaces in other countries and 
social contexts which became inextricable parts of their founders’ artistic practices. Such close 
bonds between the personality of a curator and the exhibitions he produced, however, support 
the idea that exhibitions in Russia were increasingly often created as the continuation of their 
authors’ practices and stances. 
Kulik’s own definition of his role in the gallery is crucial for understanding the 
dynamics of the relations between him, the exhibition artists and the viewers. His first 
experiment in exhibition making was Logika paradoksa [Logic of Paradox] exhibition held in 
the Moscow Palace of Youth in March 1990, where he was initially invited as one of the 
exhibiting artists.932 His contribution to the development of the show, however, exceeded this 
role. According to Kulik, when organisers could not work out how to put together the large 
number of diverse works, it was Kulik who proposed to arrange them in ‘paradoxical 
combinations’.933 This approach implied bringing together groups of works which had nothing 
in common, and which combinations could not be justified by any logic. His idea became the 
guiding principle of the arrangement and was also reflected in the title of the show. Reflecting 
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on this episode, Kulik defined his role as that of a ‘crisis manager’. 934 By finding a solution 
for how to present art, he averted the potential crisis of ending up with a display which would 
not be interesting or engaging for the viewers. He argued that he neither selected the works, 
nor influenced their meaning, but rather by arranging them in the space facilitated the 
understanding of them. 
His accounts of his position in Regina follow the same line. He was first invited by the 
artist Natalia Turnova to work on a solo exhibition, which was the opening exhibition of 
Regina, 11 September–11 October 1990, and the following show of works by Turnova and her 
husband Vasily Kravchuk titled Instrumentarii [Instrumentarium], 17 April – 12 May 1990.935 
It was at these two projects when Kulik acquired the title of ekspozitsioner [exhibition 
designer], which was added to the leaflets and catalogues of the exhibitions. Kulik saw the role 
of ekspozitsioner as a transitional stage which was needed in the 1990s when the exhibitions 
were invested with a lot of importance, but the art of display was hardly mastered; a particular 
situation that gradually faded away by the mid-1990s to be replaced by the newly-emerging 
role of professional curator.936 He purposefully avoided both the problematic term kurator and 
the more pragmatic notion of an art director, which are often used retrospectively to define his 
role.937 His role did not presuppose the administrative element which, according to him, was 
an important part of an art director’s position.938 At the same time, unlike a kurator he did not 
fully create an exhibition, but rather ‘intervened into the space of an artist’s show’, adding new 
angles to their work’.939 Kulik stressed that the power to ‘intervene’ did not give him a feeling 
of control over the artists. It rather awakened the spirit of a showman, inspiring him to test 
different techniques of presentation and to look for the best ways to make an artwork ‘work’.940  
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His accounts of his works, however, often contradicted the ideas of the artists whom he 
exhibited, many of whom accused him of some creative ‘usurpation’.941 Kulik’s claims for his 
equal status with participating artists start to crumble if one considers the terms used to refer 
to his role in exhibition making: ‘dictator’,942 ‘demonic installer’,943 ‘provocateur’944 and 
‘shock-ideologist’,945 to name a few. A number of critics argued that, under Kulik’s influence, 
instead of being a gallery of artists, Regina turned into a gallery of a ‘curator’, who ‘twisted’ 
all the artists according to his own signature style.946 Such accounts of his work indicate that 
the exhibitions that Kulik created were his own authorial gestures, rather than expressions of 
the exhibited artists. 
One of the first projects which brought the ambiguity of the relationship between a 
‘curator’ and those ‘curated’ to the forefront was Okrestnosti galereii Regina [Surroundings of 
Regina gallery], 1–25 August 1991. The show was announced as a solo exhibition of Andrei 
Monastryrsky, a leader and ideologist of the KD group. It can be argued, however, that Kulik’s 
exhibitionary techniques were the central showpiece.  
The show surprised the visitors from the very entrance; the whole floor space was 
covered with real grass (Fig.5.11).947 Apart from this, the space was filled with a number of 
unexpected objects, such as branches from a neighbouring park or a tombstone from a nearby 
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cemetery. A TV set was installed on the floor and showed the flow of the Yauza River recorded 
at a nearby location. This layout was juxtaposed with the elements of the conventional gallery 
display. A number of architectural drawings and paintings of local landscapes by amateur 
artists (Fig. 5.12), a collage, praising the production of a nearby tannery were hung on the 
walls, while a ceramic model of a local factory made as per the design of ‘Aleksander Kulik’ 
was installed in the middle of the space (Figs. 5.12 and 5.13).948 All the objects were meant to 
represent the neighbourhood of the gallery, namely the parts which Monastryrsky saw when 
he went for a stroll in the area together with Kulik.949 On the opening night the hero of the 
occasion, Monastryrsky, sat in the middle of the room looking like another object in show.950  
This arrangement of people and objects on the display raised the question of whether 
there was anything of Monastryrsky’s work or whether it was all Kulik’s perception of the 
artist and KD’s actions.951 The show was hardly a display of works by Monastryrsky, but of 
the persona of Monastryrsky in the way that Kulik chose to present it, using an unorthodox 
approach to the display. As an unknown visitor of the gallery described in an interview 
recorded on the opening night with Nina Zaretskaya, the exhibition gave her ‘a feeling of being 
inside a work of an auteur, no matter who he is’.952 Monastryrsky, however, denied any 
connection of the show to either the practice of KD or his own work,953 as did the furious 
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theorist of Moscow Conceptualism, Joseph Backstein.954 This feedback from Backstein is 
particularly important since Backstein’s own ‘curatorial’ authority was on the rise and he 
increasingly often occupied the position of a ‘curator’ in the Moscow Conceptual School, rather 
than an ordinary member as he was in the first years of Klava’s existence.955 Backstein’s 
‘curatorial’ claims, however, could be seen as being justified by his coming from the same 
circle and knowing its inner relations and structures. In contrast, Kulik could be perceived as 
an outsider who imposed his views and stances on Monastryrsky’s work, or who acted as the 
master-author engaging Monastryrsky at his own game.956  
The dominant presence of the curator in this show can be partly explained by the 
intangible nature of Monastyrsky’s practices. From this perspective, the dominant presence of 
expositzioner can be seen as being a result of his attempt to make an exhibition about 
Monastyrsky’s actions without including their documentation. This argument, however, would 
not stand in the case of the most traditional medium, namely painting. During the solo 
exhibition of Oleg Golosii’s Samo-Stoiatel’noe iskusstvo [Self-Standing art], organised in the 
Central House of Artists’ by Regina, 12–26 October 1991, Kulik, instead of hanging the works 
on the walls, made them roll around the space, pushing the visitors towards the corners. 
Ironically, Kulik had to lock the exhibited artist in the elevator for the opening night in order 
to prevent him from disrupting his plans, thus embodying the idea of an authoritarian curator.957 
Kulik hired a group of boys from a nearby school, gave each of them a trolley with a painting 
on it, and allowed them to run and fool around in the space (Figs. 5.14 and 5.15). The scene of 
moving around paintings was completed by the kids’ laughter, the jingle of bells attached to 
the trolleys and the music created especially for this occasion.958 Despite very few reviewers 
arguing that this presentation would actually benefit the comprehension of Golosii’s works, the 
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majority agreed that the attention was switched from ‘what was being dragged around’ to ‘who 
was dragging it and why’.959  
Both of the mentioned exhibitions also questioned the understanding of the duration of 
the exhibition. Was the show finished when Monastryrsky left his seat on the display? Did the 
exhibition end once the boys left the room and the paintings were stripped of the powerful 
aspects of movement and sound? In the first case, the display continued, but without its major 
character, it might have lost its integrity and meaning.960 In the second case, the fact that the 
works were still portable but left without supervision added an interesting participatory element 
to it. As Kulik recalled, on some occasions when he came back to the exhibition hall, he found 
that the works had been rearranged: spread chaotically within the space, arranged in a cross, or 
in a circle faced inside or outside.961 Viewers were becoming co-authors, adding a new 
dimension to the curatorial idea.962  
In this example viewers’ participation after the opening night came out as an 
unexpected result. However, in many of Kulik’s projects audience was an important element. 
It were not only the artists whom Kulik ‘twisted’ according to his own needs, but also the 
viewers, whom he turned into the objects on the display. The early 1990s was when new social 
structures and social classes emerged.963 One of the major triggers in this development was 
privatisation, which started after the election of Boris Yeltsin as the first Russian president.964 
The uncontrolled process of privatisation during this period consisted of the shady transition 
of previously state-owned and controlled resources and assets into private hands. The 
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programme resulted in a growing criminalisation of society.965 It also led to the appearance of 
a quickly emerging class of so-called New Russians, small group of entrepreneurs who 
managed to benefit from privatisation by getting hold of major shares of these assets and 966 
became the first Russian super rich.967  
The first project, which offered a commentary on the new social hierarchies and Kulik’s 
own position in it, was the exhibition Apologiia Zastenchivosti, ili iskusstvo iz pervykh ruk 
[Apologetics of shyness, or art from the first hands], 27–28 June 1992. The show was a display 
of paintings, but rather than being hung on the walls, this time they were meant to be held by 
people hiding behind the walls (Figs.5.16–5.18).968 Kulik’s initial idea was that the works 
would be held by students or gallery friends.969 He described this gesture as an attempt to add 
‘existential meaning’ to what he otherwise saw as a display of works lacking any strong 
expressions.970 Spending the event in a cramped space doing such uncomfortable work did not 
appeal to anyone, however. The problem was solved by Kulik employing a troop of soldiers 
from a nearby military unit.971 What was already a provocative exhibition technique thereby 
acquired new political connotations. The bad shape of the army was no surprise for many, 
however, openly bribing a sergeant to lend the soldiers for the sake of the entertainment of the 
new elite seemed outrageous, even at that time (Fig.5.16). 
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The central role in this performance was exercised by Kulik himself. The footage of the 
event shows him arranging both the art works and soldiers in the space (Fig.5.17).972 Once the 
correct positions were taken, he continued managing the display, ordering the soldiers to hold 
their hands straighter and higher, arranging substitutions and making sure the works were in 
the right places. Kulik was followed by a troop sergeant double checking all the arrangements. 
The presence of these two figures in the same space raised the issue of Kulik’s power over the 
exhibition, allowing parallels to be drawn between the notion of authority within a military 
context and that within the context of an art space.  
The show problematised the social issues of the period. The gallery owner and the 
crowd which the gallery attracted were members of the newly emerged social class. This 
position of the gallery as a place for a new Russian elite was pointed out by Kulik’s own 
behaviour. He often appeared in the gallery wearing a magenta jackets and golden chains both 
of which were the clichés associated with New Russians. Furthermore, during his employment 
in Regina, Kulik was travelling in Moscow with a personal driver which offered a striking 
contrast to the lifestyle of average Russian people.973 The look of Kulik, the style of his clothes 
and habits can were a caricature on the Russian nouveau riche.974 In Apologiia Zastenchivosti 
Kulik further emphasized the social inequalities by building the wall between 2 social classes. 
The footage of the opening reflects the atmosphere of confusion on both sides of the fake walls, 
soldiers spying on the invited visitors through the holes and viewers trying to discern whose 
hands were holding the paintings in front of them (Fig.5.17).975 The exhibition was, therefore, 
an attempt to expose the audience to itself, to make its inner mechanisms visible to the members 
of the public. 
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The project which marked the culmination of Kulik’s investigation of the public was 
the Festival of Installations Animalisticheskie proiekty [Animalistik projects], 5 March – 15 
April 1992, which he initiated, and which included seven projects by him and the invited 
authors.976 All the events included in the programme offered a striking alternative to what a 
conventional art festival should be. The opening project by Anatoly Osmolovskii, Leopardy 
vryvaiutsia v khram [Leopards break into a temple], 5 March 1992, already shocked the 
visitors with its extravagance and the resources used for the creation of the show, but also made 
them question whether it was an art event at all.977 Three leopards, delivered from Moscow 
Zoo, were let into the gallery, while the visitors had to huddle in a small cage installed by the 
entrance. The show consisted of wild animals walking around on the background of the three 
abstract paintings and portraits of Mayakovski, Marinetti and Breton (Fig.5.19). As the 
observer from the Kommersant newspaper put it, it was a good event, but ‘artworks and 
champagne were absent’.978  
Kulik further challenged the notions of artwork and art exhibition in the concluding 
event of the festival Piatachiok razdaet podarki [Piglet gives presents], initiated by Kulik, 11 
April 1992. While he remained the ekspozitsioner of the project, the event did not feature any 
artists. Its central element was the slaughtering of a pig, performed by the collective of butchers 
named Nikolai, who were credited as the authors of the project. For this occasion, the gallery’s 
space was split in half – one half for the audience, and the other for the main action. The 
installed TV allowed the vernissage crowd to nervously half-watch what was happening, while 
‘uncle Kolya came, put down a pig and forced a knife’.979 The slaughter in itself was 
‘surprisingly short in time and not as spectacular as one would think’.980 The meat was then 
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cut in pieces and anyone willing could come to the wall, knock on the closed window inside it 
and get their share of the fresh pork. 
 Almost instantly the event was surrounded by all kinds of rumours and guesses while 
the newspapers were full of articles with such titles as ‘Let them pay for it!’, ‘Russophobia 
won’t do!’ or ‘Pigs are eating humans’.981 Some visitors and journalists pointed to the 
offensiveness of this gesture funded by the nouveau riche businessman and organised by the 
self-indulgent ekspozitsioner who gave charity to their poverty-struck audience by offering 
them free food.982 Others claimed that the audience was not better than the owner of the space, 
describing them as bourgeois, high-heeled and well-groomed vampires, killers and sadists.983 
Animal rights activists gathered outside, trying to storm in and handing everyone flyers which 
read ‘Make stupid experiments on yourself, not on animals’.984 Kulik created further 
controversy when in a TV interview claimed that the pig was called Russia and ‘embodied the 
country with its century-long complexes, which cannot be solved but can only be cut off’.985  
As Kulik emphasised, it was not the fact of the slaughter of the pig per se which caused 
the outrage, as it was a normal activity performed in many markets daily, it was the fact that 
such action was brought into the gallery space and became the centrepiece of an exhibition.986 
Kulik’s role can be seen as provoking and orchestrating the reaction of the visitors, exposing 
the hypocrisy of the petit-bourgeois society, which could easily close its eyes to the cruelty 
around them and the real-life ‘meat sharing’ happening in the course of the privatisation but 
could not tolerate the slaughter of a pig within a gallery space.  
By removing the conventional artworks from display in this and other projects Kulik 
created an ‘empty show’, which existed only for the sake of its own spectacle. 987 The curatorial 
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role here can be understood as ‘initiator of meetings – ‘director’, ‘screen writer’ and 
‘strategist’.988 This definition has some similarities with KD’s notion of empty action.989 Both 
challenged the understanding of what is being show and for what purpose. For KD creation of 
an ‘empty action’ was a way to shift the viewer’s perception to the process of vieweing, rather 
than the object of performance on display. Kulik by removing the art object also directed the 
attention to mechanisms of art exhibitions. He revealed the social structures and conventions 
which define the perception of art. Kulik’s projects manifested a different as compared to KD 
approach towards the audience. Kulik’s exhibitions in Regina marked the beginning of his 
performances, which unlike the semiprivate actions of KD ‘morphed into full-fledged actions 
in the public space of the newly democratic Russia.990 
Kulik’s position was an extreme incarnation of curator-auteur’s role. Regina’s 
exhibitions became his individual projects, where artists were secondary, or were completely 
excluded as in the case with Piatachiok.991 As I shall discuss in the following section, the over-
identification of one person with an institution was a common phenomenon on Moscow art 
scene at the time. 
Kulik left Regina in 1993. At that time the gallery was in the process of relocation to 
the new venue. In 1994 Regina occupied the ground floor of a bank office on a central Moscow 
street. The move marked a significant change in its strategy. The new venue was much more 
glamorous: all exhibitions now required special invitations, face-control met visitors at the 
doors, the opening parties no longer welcomed marginals, but rather were often attended by 
high-rank politicians.992 This change of the strategy together with a closure of a number of 
galleries in the early 1990s indicated the changing atmosphere of Moscow art world. The 
enthusiasm and optimism of the early 1990s were vanishing. The emerging financial crisis 
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meant hesitance of the investors to spend their money on art endeavours. While some galleries 
continued to exist, there resources were not enough to build the efficient infrastructure for 
contemporary art. 
 
5.4 The Search for the New Art Infrastructure 
 
The development of the curator-auteur role was closely related to institutionalisation 
of contemporary Russian art. As the previous two sections demonstrated neither existing state-
run institutions, nor the newly emerged private art galleries could provide the necessary 
infrastructure for the development of artistic and curatorial practices. Curators-auteurs played 
an important role in the development of new artistic organisations. This section discusses 
practice of Kulik, Misiano and Bachstein and argues that they approached the task of 
institutionalisation of contemporary art as continuation of their curatorial practices.  
The period of 1989 – 1993 saw the creation of numerous art exhibitions both in Russia 
and abroad. This section does not aim to review them all or discuss all the projects by the 
mentioned curators of the period. Rather through the discussion of a few selected examples it 
seeks to address the place and contribution of curators-auteurs to the development of art 
infrastructure on the Moscow art scene at the time.  
The first approach towards curator-auteur’s role in development of art infrastructure 
was developed by Joseph Backstein. As discussed in Chapter 4 in Klava he did not exercise 
the leading role. His position was equal to the rest of the members. Klava’s exhibitions were 
the product of collective discussions, rather than Backstein’s individual views. In the first 
major presentations of conceptual art abroad, such as  ИСKUNSTBO, 1988, and Between 
Spring and Summer: Soviet Conceptual Art in the Era of Late Communism, 1990 – 1991 
Backstein’s role remained the same.  
The first exhibition was initiated by a German artist, Lisa Schmitd, who stayed in 
Moscow as an exchange student in the Stroganov Art Institute.993 She developed the idea of 
staging a show with the participation of artists both from Moscow and West Berlin which 
would become ‘a platform that allowed the artists to follow their individual ideas and make 
works, to get to know each other and to develop a common exhibition concept, acknowledging 
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the diverse art practices present’.994 While her knowledge of Moscow conceptual scene was 
influenced by Backstein, who introduced Schmitd to the artists, his role in the project did not 
differ significantly from what it was in the Klava exhibitions.995 In fact, he referred to this show 
as an ‘action’ similar to others, such as V adu [in hell], 1987–88, and the exhibition in 
Sandunovskaia sauna, 1988.996 The Berlin exhibition was a continuation of the collective 
debates within the conceptual group and an inextricable part of their artistic process. 997 
Importantly, in the show’s documentation, Backstein was listed as one of its participants rather 
than its curator. 
In the second exhibition, Between Spring and Summer: Soviet Conceptual Art in the 
Era of Late Communism, Backstein was mentioned as one of the curators, together with 
Margarita Tupitsyn, Elisabeth Sussman and the lead curator David A. Ross. Nevertheless, his 
role remained the same. He acted as a guide and advisor to the Moscow conceptual art scene 
for the foreign professionals who were interested in exhibiting conceptual art abroad.998 
This approach started to shift during the exhibition Shizokitai. Galiutsinatsii u vlasti 
[Shizo-China, Hallucinations of authority] held in the pavilion of the building expo on 
Frunzenskaia Quay in Moscow, 13 – 25 October 1990. The title, as well as the concept for the 
show, came from Pavel Pepperstein, an active participant of the conceptual circle. He coined 
the term shizo-china to describe ‘an acoustical effect of a “centuries-long tradition” employed 
by the NOMA members who used the schizophrenic “extension of consciousness” – an 
aptitude that the members of this circle possess.’999 The fascination with China and East was a 
common thread among Moscow conceptualists at the time.1000 The reliance of the show on the 
internal discussion of the Moscow Conceptual School, as well as on jokes and references not 
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necessarily evident and easy to understand for an outsider, continued the tradition of Klava and 
its tendency to exclusivity and elitism.  
At the same time, the exhibition organisation process departed from the previous 
projects. It was the first exhibition where the arrangement of the display was not done 
collectively, but individually by Backstein.1001 The layout of the space informed the 
development of the show’s concept.1002 The expo consisted of a number of compounds 
separated by concrete walls (Fig.5.20). By separating the works and participants and putting 
them into boxes Backstein created a more analytical overview of the tradition of 
conceptualism.1003 What distinguished this show from Klava’s previous projects was the fact 
that, rather than being a result of collective process it showcased Backstein’s own vision of 
Moscow Conceptualism. 
In the following projects Backstein developed the reputation as the only mediator of 
the Moscow Conceptual School. He did not aim to create new concepts or express new ideas 
through his exhibitions, but rather continuously ‘repackaged’ the same phenomenon.1004 His 
practice was directed at canonisation of the Moscow Conceptual School. Moreover, as 
Obukhova and Osmolovskii’s jokingly proposed in their discussion of his curatorial work, he 
developed ‘light authoritarianism’ and an ability to ‘turn every artwork he [touched] into an 
example of the Moscow Conceptual School’.1005 His authorial and authoritative role consisted 
of the ability to maintain the myths surrounding Moscow Conceptualism. 1006 
In 1991 Backstein established the Institut Sovremennogo Iskusstva [Institute of 
Contemporary Art].1007 He envisaged this organisation as an analogue to the Boston ICA which 
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he visited during preparation for Between Spring and Summer exhibition.1008 As such it aimed 
to promote Russian artists abroad and facilitate the visits of international art practitioners.1009 
The status of director of Moscow ICA added more value and recognition to Backstein’s 
practice. Soon after its creation the institute announced that two projects with the leading 
contemporary artists were in preparation, namely with Joseph Kosuth and Cindy Sherman.1010 
Despite the pompous title, however, the organisation occupied a very niche place. The 
institute was located in Kabakov’s former studio, a space that immediately connected its 
activities to those of the Moscow Conceptual School.1011 The studio was housed in the attic of 
a central Moscow apartment block and, despite the theoretical openness and public-ness of the 
organisation, it still retained the exclusivity and closeness characteristic of Klava.1012 It acted 
as a ‘virtual’ organisation which facilitated development of exhibitions of Moscow 
conceptualism abroad.1013 Rather than being an analogue of Boston ICA the institution should 
be regarded as an attempt to institutionalise Backstein’s own practice. Despite the large number 
of people who contributed to the functioning of organisation at different periods of its 
functioning, the institute remained Backstein’s personal project.1014 
The inability of Backstein to develop the institution on a bigger scale can also be 
explained by the lack of financial support, either from private sponsors or from the state.1015 In 
1999 the institute changed its strategy and reinvented itself as a private art school. Until then, 
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however, the organisation continued functioning mostly as a place for informal gatherings of 
the circle of conceptualists.1016 
A different approach towards development of new art infrastructure was proposed by 
Leonid Bazhanov. Despite the dissolution of Hermitage, he continued his attempts at 
establishing a cultural centre. His curatorial approach consisted not in directing the whole 
project, but rather in setting its overarching strategy and involving a range of other 
professionals who would be responsible for different spheres of its activity.1017 The overarching 
strategy that he was trying to develop consisted in establishing the open and accessible platform 
for contemporary culture, which would provide art professionals with opportunities to develop 
and exhibit their works and facilitate the development of knowledge of contemporary culture 
among diverse range of visitors. 1018 Thus, the difference between Backstein’s and Bazhanov’s 
project was similar to the difference between Klava and Hermitage. 
Already in 1988 together with Oleg Manevich, Yuri Nikich and Elena Iureneva 
Bazhanov established The Centre of Visual Culture. Unlike Hermitage it was formed as a 
professional institution funded by private sponsors.1019 However, the lack of experience in 
‘dealing with the private capital’ led to its prompt closure.1020 In 1990 Bazhanov repeated his 
attempts and founded a non-for-profit organisation Centre for Contemporary Art. Similar to 
Backstein’s project Bazhanov’s strategy was informed by his knowledge of foreign art 
institutions, such as ICAs, Kunsthalles, or Centre Pompidou, to which he referred when 
developing the strategy for Hermitage.1021 The centre was governed by the board of trustees 
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and relied on the potential support both of the private sponsors and of the new democratic 
Russian government.1022 
Soon after its foundation the Centre occupied a number of buildings on Yakimanskaia 
Quai, the central part of Moscow. The lease was granted by the Moscow City Council free of 
charge, but the agreement between them stipulated that the centre would be obliged to renovate 
the buildings they occupied. On 30 August 1991 Bazhanov announced the official opening of 
the new premises. Commenting on the excitement, enthusiasm and anxiety which surrounded 
the development of this artistic cluster, art critic Irina Bazileva event claimed that its creation 
was the ‘August Coup’ for the art world.1023 From the very start the centre announced a diverse 
programme of exhibitions and events, including photography, architecture, and visual art.1024 
Almost every day the centre hosted various lectures, exhibitions, meetings or performances 
and for a short time became the major hub of Moscow cultural life.1025 A wide range of art 
professionals contributed to the development of the centre, including Misiano, Irina Korob’ina, 
architectural historian and director of the Shchusev State Museum of Architecture in 2010 – 
2016, and art critic Irina Plashko.1026 The centre hosted the editorial office of the newly 
established art publication Artograf, and a number of galleries which soon opened in its 
premises, including Shkola, 1.0, Guelman Gallery, Dar, Studio 20, Laboratoriia, and 
Arkhitekturnaia Galereia.1027  An ambitious project of the redevelopment of the spaces was 
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proposed by Mikhail Khazanov. It included a number of glass constructions which would 
occupy the space between the buildings and connect them with each other.1028 
However, this project soon proved to be as utopian as Hermitage. Bazhanov’s strategy 
based on the ideas of cooperation were quickly challenged by the developing art market 
relations. According to Bazhanov, ‘as soon as everyone started to talk only about money, the 
common project started to fall apart’.1029 Those who were invited to join the centre soon 
became carried away by their own ambitions and finding their own sponsors, rather than 
contributing to the whole project. The non-for-profit organisation split into numerous small 
commercial structures.1030 The opponents of Bazhanov’s idea connected the failure of the 
institution with its old Soviet mentality and bureaucratic nature. The others pointed to the 
impossibility to transfer the Western models to the Soviet reality.1031  
The major difficulty in the development of the centre was lack of the finance. Private 
sponsors were reluctant to invest their money in this project.1032 Soon after Bazhanov left the 
Centre in 1992 the centre was forced to move out of its premises as the agreed renovation works 
did not take place. Bazhanov joined the Ministry of Culture as the Head of the Department of 
Visual Art. This new position allowed him to gain the support needed for the creation of the 
new institution. The same year he initiated creation of the State Centre of Contemporary Art. 
The centre was fully established in 1994 and in 1997 Bazhanov left his position in the ministry 
and became its director. 
A different kind of institution was proposed by Misiano. As discussed in the beginning 
of the chapter, already in 1989, he had offered a challenging alternative to the prevailing order 
of the art world. Misiano’s neglect of the existing groupings and circles was informed by his 
aspiration to situate the practices of Russian artists, as well as his own, outside of the narrow 
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boundaries of the traditions of the ‘underground’ art.1033  Rather, he aimed to locate it within a 
wider context of European culture and history,  or, as Kovalev put it, to ‘find a place for artists 
from a country fallen out of the course of history’.1034 
 This approach crystallised in his project Esteticheskie opyty [Aesthetic exercises] 
which Misiano organised in the museum-estate Kuskovo, September 1991. Misiano invited the 
artists to produce site-specific works which would respond to the classical interiors of the estate 
and its traditional garden.1035 His neither aimed to represent the structures and existing 
groupings of the Russian art scene, nor to reflect on any of existing tendencies.1036 Rather he 
introduced a universal theme of beauty and classical canons and set to explore it through the 
contemporary Russian art practices. Similar to Mosca: terza Roma such approach resulted in 
an unexpected list of invited artists. Most of the artists whom he invited to participate came 
from the field of theatre design or architecture and had experience producing works which 
would correspond to the given settings.1037 Commenting on the selection, Obukhova noted that 
‘the invited artists seemed to have very little in common, but somehow this combination 
worked’.1038 Bazhanov also pointed to the unconventional selection, claiming that Misiano 
invited ‘representatives of the very different styles’ who hardly could ‘cohabit a different space, 
for example that of a gallery or a museum’ but worked well together in the unusual 
surroundings of the estate.1039 
Unlike Backstein’s, Misiano’s model of working with the artists did not depend on the 
complexity of personal relationships and the attempts to preserve the previous forms of 
communication. It was also different from Bazhanov’s strategy as his ideas were not based on 
creation of a common project, but rather on pursuing individual interests through collaborative 
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work. As described by Osmolovskii, who participated in some of Misiano’s exhibitions, the 
curator built an environment of temporary collaborations and adoptied a ‘capitalist model 
where artists become wage labourers’.1040  
Misiano’s aspiration to reflect on the diverse range of theoretical concerns and to break 
away from the label of ‘unofficial’ Soviet art resulted in the creation of an art magazine 
Khudozhestvennyi Zhurnal [Art Magazine] in 1993.  The creation of a new art publication was 
a pressing concern for Moscow art scene at the time.1041 Most of the old Soviet publications 
were in the state of decline or ceased too exist. Those that were still active lagged behind the 
rapid development in the contemporary culture. While some of the publications, including 
Iskusstvo and Dekorativnoe Iskusstvo introduced special issues or sections devoted to more 
experimental art forms, they still remained on the margins of the art scene.1042 For example, 
Rakurs, the supplement to Dekorativnoe Iskusstvo was produced as s supplement, much smaller 
in format then the main publication. Its design suggested its link with youth art and was not 
presented as a serious art critical periodical.1043 Moreover, already prior to the establishment 
of Khudozhestvennyi Zhurnal Misiano was involved in the discussions of the potential new 
publication.  Russian edition of Flash Art, edited by Margarita and Viktor Tupitsyn came out 
in 1989.1044 This project, however, was first offered to Misiano, who by that time had 
contributed to its international editions.1045 The collaboration between him and the editors of 
Flash Art did not go ahead, however, due to his engagement in the competing publication, 
Contemporanea.1046 At the same time in the early 1990s the editors of Dekorativnoe Iskusstvo 
explored the possibilities of relaunching the format of the magazine. Misiano was one of the 
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potential candidates to take the post of the editor-in-chief.1047 While these plans were also not 
realised, the overall fascination with the establishment of new publications and overall ‘spirit 
of renovations’ prompted Misiano’s decision to launch the new magazine.1048 
The first text for the magazine was produced in 1992, and the first issue came out in 
1993.1049 Following Misiano’s aspiration to provide a wide theoretical basis for contemporary 
art not limited to Russian realm, the big part of the first few issues was taken by the major art 
critical and philosophical texts, previously not translated into Russian, such as those by  Slavoi 
Zizek, Benjamin Buchloh, Nicolas Bourriaud or Jean Baudrillard. The style of the text 
commissioned specially for the magazine was closer to that of an artistic manifesto.1050 The 
design of the first six issues of the magazine were far from conventional art publications due 
to their large format and ‘aggressive and unfunctional’ layout.1051  
Similar to the other two models discussed in this chapter, the magazine relied on the 
private sponsorship. The idea of establishing a new periodical was supported by IMA-press, 
run by Andrei and Dmitry Gnatiuk. However, IMA-Press funded only the first few issues of 
the publications, after which the financial resources had to be attracted for each issue 
individually. This necessity explains the changes in the format which occurred in 1996. The 
seventh issue of the magazine was dramatically different from the preceding ones. Its format 
became smaller making it easier to read and sell; the section devoted to the letters of the readers 
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and functioning as an open forum for participants of Moscow art life was removed; the 
expressions of the artists became more careful and less extravagant.1052 Starting from 1996 the 
issues of Khudozhestvennyi Zhurnal became thematic. 
As Misiano recalled, the changes in the format of the magazine were closely connected 
to the surrounding artistic and social life: “In the early 1990s everything was bustling. […] But 
then the exhaustion came, and the euphoria of waiting for the Western-like life to begin 
ended’.1053 The numerous attempts of creating new infrastructure that would replace the 
crumbling old institutions were fuelled by the excitement of perestroika and its aftermath. They 
were also informed by the booming popularity of Russian art on global art market as well as 
willingness of new Russian businessmen to support the emerging cultural organisations. 
However, once the excitement vanished, the Western buyers got fed up with once exotic 
Russian art, and the enthusiasm of the new Russian rich declined under the influence of the 
emerging financial crisis, the previously rapid development of new cultural institution slowed 
down. 1993 was an important year in the history of Russian art and curatorial practices. 
Kabakov’s presentation in Venice and the acclaims that it received signalled the moment of 
triumph of Russian contemporary culture abroad. At the same time, the closure of 
contemporary art galleries, departure of Kulik from Regina, and collapse of many optimistic 
attempts to build new art infrastructure manifested the beginning of the crisis that Russian 
culture. 
The development of curatorial practices did not stop in 1993. The projects discussed in 
this chapter laid an important foundation for the processes taking place on Russian art scene 
today. The National Centre of Contemporary Art continues to exist. Its reconfiguration and 
merge with ROSIZO, the body of the Ministry of Culture entrusted with supervision of Russian 
cultural projects in Russia and abroad, created a lot of controversy and resulted in Bazhanov’s 
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departure.1054 The Institute of Contemporary Art has also undergone transformations. 
Kabakov’s studio and Backstein’s collection and parts of the archive were added to the 
collection of the Tretyakov Gallery.1055 The future of the institute remains unclear.1056  While 
Khudozhestvennyi Zhurnal continues its activity the state of Russian art criticism and the future 
of this profession remains the topic of constant discussions.1057 Analyses of the curatorial 
practices, their development from 1970s and their contribution into revising the infrastructures 
of Russian art make us better placed to decipher the contemporary conditions.  
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Figure 5.1 B. Orlov. Imperial style iconostasis, 1989. Mosca: terza Roma. Sala 1, Rome. 24 May -30 July 
1989. Author: V. Misiano. Personal Archive of V. Misiano 
Figure 5.2  B. Orlov. Imperial style iconostasis, 1989. Mosca: terza Roma. Sala 1, Rome. 24 May -30 July 
1989. Author: V. Misiano. Personal Archive of V. Misiano 
.  
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Figure 5.3 K.Zvezdochetov, Kostroma-mama, 1989. Mosca: terza Roma. Sala 1, Rome. 24 May -30 July 1989. 
Author: V. Misiano. Personal Archive of V. Misiano 
Figure 5.4 A. Filippov. Tainaia vecheria [The last supper], 1989. Mosca: terza Roma. Sala 1, Rome. 24 May -
30 July 1989. Author: V. Misiano. Personal Archive of V. Misiano 
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Figure 5.5 V. Misiano and participating artists. A. Filippov. Rimu-Rim [Rome to Rome], 1983 and Tainaia vecheria 
[The last supper], 1989. Mosca: terza Roma. Sala 1, Rome. 24 May -30 July 1989. Author: V. Misiano. Personal 
Archive of V. Misiano 
 
Figure 5.6 D. Prigov, G. Gori and V. Misiano in front of D. Prigov. Krasny ugol [Red corner], 1989. Mosca: 
terza Roma. Sala 1, Rome. 24 May -30 July 1989. Personal Archive of V. Misiano 
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Figure 5.7 D. Prigov. Krasny ugol [Red corner], 1989. Mosca: terza Roma. Sala 1, Rome. 24 May -30 July 
1989. Personal Archive of V. Misiano 
Figure 5.8. A. Filippov. Rimu-Rim. APTART en plain air. Kalistovo, 29 May 1983 Author: unknown. Personal 
archive of G. Kiesewalter 
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Figure 5.9 A. Filippov. Rimu-Rim. Group exhibition. Club of Avant-Garde Artists (Klava). Exhibition hall of 
Proletarskii district. Moscow. March 1987. Author: Unknown. Multimedia Library of National Centre of 
Contemporary Art, Moscow 
Figure 5.10 E. Mitta and A. Salakhova. The Soviet 
pavilion at the 44th Venice Biennale. 1990. Archive 
of Garage Museum of Contemporary Art, Moscow 
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Figure 5.11 A. Monastyrski (left) and O. Kulik (right) at the opening of 
Okrestnosti galereii Regina [Surroundings of Regina gallery], 1–25 August 
1991. Author: unknown.  Regina Gallery archive. 
Figure 5.12 K.l Markushi. At the Bogorodskoe 
cemetery. August, 1991 Okrestnosti galereii Regina 
[Surroundings of Regina gallery], 1–25 August 1991. 
Author: unknown. Regina Gallery archive. 
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Figure 5.13 T. Mashukova-Antoshina (Based on sketch of 
A.Kulik) Model of Krasny Bogatyr’ factory. August, 1991.  
Okrestnosti galereii Regina [Surroundings of Regina gallery], 
1–25 August 1991.  Author: unknown. Regina Gallery archive. 
 
Figure 5.14. Oleg Golosii. Samo-Stoiatel’noe iskusstvo [Self-Standing art], Central House 
of Artists, 12–26 October 1991. Author: unknown. Regina Gallery archive 
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Figure 5. 15. Oleg Golosii. Samo-Stoiatel’noe iskusstvo [Self-Standing art], 
Central House of Artists, 12–26 October 1991. Author: unknown. Regina 
Gallery archive 
Figure 5.16 Apologiia Zastenchivosti, ili iskusstvo iz pervykh ruk [Apologetics of shyness, or art from 
the first hands], 27–28 June 1992 Regina gallery, Moscow.  Author: unknown. Regina Gallery 
archive 
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Figure 5.17 Apologiia Zastenchivosti, ili iskusstvo iz pervykh ruk [Apologetics of shyness, or art from the first 
hands], 27–28 June 1992 Regina gallery, Moscow.  Author: unknown. Regina Gallery archive 
 
Figure 5.18 Apologiia Zastenchivosti, ili iskusstvo iz pervykh ruk [Apologetics of shyness, or art from the first 
hands], 27–28 June 1992 Regina gallery, Moscow.  Author: unknown. Regina Gallery archive 
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Figure 5.19 Anatoly Osmolovskii, Leopardy vryvaiutsia v khram [Leopards break into a temple], Festival of 
Installations Animalisticheskie proiekty [Animalistik projects], 5 March 1992 Author: unknown. Regina Gallery 
archive 
Figure 5.20 Shizokitai. Galiutsinatsii u vlasti [Shizo-China, Hallucinations of authority]. Expo on Frunzenskaia Quay in 
Moscow, 13 – 25 October 1990. Archive of Garage Museum of Contemporary Art, Moscow 
 
 
 
 
 
 
305  
Conclusion 
 
            The thesis recovered the history of exhibition making in Moscow in the period between 
1974 and 1993. It investigated the preconditions, emergence and development of curatorial 
practices and situated them within the socio-political context of late-Soviet Russia. I argued 
that the full understanding of the curatorial practices depends on the conceptualisation of the 
curator as a cultural mediator – an actor involved in the process of shaping the relations 
between art and viewers. Curators not only selected and organised art works on public display; 
they also addressed and created new publics. Although the term kurator did not feature in the 
Soviet artistic milieu until the early 1990s, the thesis charted the emergence of a set of concerns 
which can be defined as fundamentally ‘curatorial’ and revolved around questions of who 
should negotiate the process of communication between art and its publics, and how. 
The thesis approached the history of exhibitions as a dynamic relation between art and 
viewers. It unravelled the forces involved in the creation of art shows and demonstrated the 
complex dynamics underpinning the process of exhibition making and its relationship with 
state institutions and social groups. Consequently, I showed how curation emerged in the points 
of intersection between the alternative and state-run art systems. The history of curation in late 
Soviet Russia therefore can be used as a lens to understand the mediation of culture in late 
Soviet period. 
  The proposed cultural history of curation revolved around three core questions. First, 
I outlined the stages of the development of the curatorial practices and introduced a typology 
of curatorial roles in the late Soviet period. I defined five avatars of the curatorial role: 
gatekeeper, impresario, tusovshchik, tastemaker and, finally, auteur. I identified their key 
elements and demonstrated their common features. Each avatar demonstrates the curators’ 
position in the process of cultural mediation and the established relations between art and 
viewers. Crucially, the move from one role to another should be understood as a consequent 
evolution and development of the previous role.  
Second, I analysed how curatorial practices contributed to formation of different art 
publics. I argued that the development of curatorial practices was linked with the reshaping of 
forms of public life. In each of the stages of the development of the curatorial practices, curators 
used exhibitions as a way to bring together and shape different publics. The transformations of 
exhibition making followed the reshaping of the public spheres in late Soviet Russia.  
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        Third, I discussed the evolution of the curatorial roles as a process which started during 
the Brezhnev era. That period produced the necessity to rethink the relationship between art 
and viewers. This is customarily neglected by exhibition histories which tend to focus on the 
subsequent transformations of the curatorial role during the Gorbachev period and its 
aftermath. Furthermore, the scholarship in the field locates the emergence of curation in 
unofficial or conceptual art. On the contrary, I argue that state-run institutions were also 
involved in the redefinition of the principles of exhibition making. Not only they ‘tolerated’ 
the existence of unconventional and experimental art displays, but also facilitated and fostered 
further change. 
Chapter 1 discussed the period between 1974 –1979 and introduced the role of curator-
gatekeeper. The period marked the beginnings of the institutionalisation of the alternative art 
and the reconsideration of the existing principles of cultural mediation. Curators-gatekeepers 
decided what was worthy of being shown to the Soviet public, however undefined and abstract 
this notion was. This role crystallized in the House of Culture exhibition, September 1975. The 
exhibition combined the principles of official art institutions with the principles of informal 
gatherings which took place outside of them. The House of Culture exhibition pitted these two 
different approaches of exhibition making against one another. It challenged earlier views on 
who has the authority to select the artworks and according to what criteria.  
Chapter 2 analysed the role of the curator-impresario which developed in 1979 - 1986. 
This role added a new dimension to the practices of curators-gatekeepers. What defined this 
role was the interest in an exhibition not only as a display of art, but also a platform for 
communication. This interest was nothing new and was deeply rooted in the history of cultural 
mediation in the USSR. However, by the late 1970s early 1980s due to the growing 
bureaucratisation of the art institutional system the efficiency of art displays started to be 
questioned. Curators-impresarios staged exhibitions as platforms for communication among 
different publics. They recognised the fragmented nature of Soviet society and challenged the 
dominant perception of an art-going public as an anonymous homogeneous mass. The 17 
Exhibition of works of young artists of Moscow, November – December 1986 illustrated the 
new role of the curator-impresario. Although the exhibition opened after the coming of 
Gorbachev to power, its organisation was shaped by the social and cultural landscape of the 
Brezhnev period. The show’s organisers challenged the conventional types of communication 
established by state-run art institutions. They substituted rigid and static art displays with a 
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space inviting the unscripted viewers’ behaviour and welcoming ‘misunderstandings, often 
uncontrolled and unreasonable appreciation or dislikes’.1058  
 Chapter 3 focused on APTART, an art gallery run by the young generation of Moscow 
conceptual artists in 1982 – 1984. The role of the curator-tusovshchik emerged within the 
boundaries of the APTART gallery. The curator-tusovshchik transformed the gallery into a 
club-like space where like-minded people could meet and communicate. The peculiarities of 
this role stemmed from the desire of the members of the gallery to challenge the existing norms 
of cultural mediation. They turned their exhibitions in carnivalesque performances. By using 
absurdist humour, they aimed to democratise the exhibition space and provide an alternative 
both to the rigid and over-controlled state art displays and to the ritualistic and exclusive 
performances of older conceptualists. Unlike the previous two case studies, APTART remained 
an alternative art institution which existed apart from state-run venues. The issues that curators-
tusovshchiks raised were remarkably similar to the concerns addressed by curators-impresarios 
at the same time. Both regarded exhibitions as tools to attract new audiences. Curators-
impresarios operated within the context of state-run institutions and curators-tusovshchiks 
functioned in alternative self-organized structures.  
Chapters 4 and 5 discussed the curatorial roles which emerged during the Gorbachev 
period of liberalisation. One of the new roles was that of the curator-tastemaker (1987-1989), 
which is discussed in chapter 4. The role entailed the communication of alternative art to 
viewers who had no previous knowledge and experience of it. The newly introduced policies 
of glasnost’ and perestroika rendered alternative art more accessible to a wider public.  The 
curator-tastemaker role crystallised in the large-scale exhibition Retrospective of the practices 
of Moscow artists: 1957–1987 (September – October 1987). The exhibition was created by 
Hermitage, a newly established artistic association seeking to enlighten the public to the 
vocabulary of contemporary art.  The necessity to communicate with wider publics gave rise 
to two other curatorial models: a populist and an elitist approach pursued by the associations 
kashirka gallery and klava, respectively.  
Chapter 5 discussed the role of the curator-auteur which emerged between 1989 and 
1993. The role marked a shift from collective exhibition making to individual curatorial 
practices. Exhibitions were therefore considered as expressions of the personal ideas and styles 
                                               
 
1058 Yumatov, V. Vystavka v kontekste iskusstva [Exhibition in art context], Dekorativnoe Iskusstvo, №12 
(337), 1985, pp.31-3 
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of curators-auteurs. One of the earlier manifestations of this role was Mosca: terza Roma May–
July 1989, curated by Victor Misiano in Rome Sala 1.  This development reflected a growing 
individualisation of the art world as a whole which may be attributed to the opening of the 
Russian art scene to the global art world and the introduction of commercial art relations.  
By focusing on the mentioned 5 stages, the thesis offered a critical history of curation 
between 1974 and 1993. It examined the development of curation as the evolution of the 
relations between artists and viewers. This focus allowed me to reveal the development of the 
institutional system and actors involved in mediation of culture. I demonstrated that it was not 
only conceptual artistic practices and alternative artist-run organisations that promoted the 
experimentation and advancement of exhibition models. State-run institutions equally 
contributed to this process. Furthermore, the development of infrastructure that managed the 
presentation and interpretation of art was informed both by alternative and by state-sponsored 
initiatives. The analyses of the developing institutional system contribute to the understanding 
of the relations between alternative and state-sponsored art initiatives and demonstrate their 
close interconnections and co-dependency.  
The five avatars of the curatorial role illustrate the gradual emancipation of the viewer’s 
role. By promoting the active engagement of the viewers, both experimental and mainstream 
exhibitions marked a shift from the over-controlled and regulated forms of public engagement 
towards unscripted participation. The history of curatorial practices recounted in the thesis 
contributes to a better understanding of the evolution of the critical public sphere in late-Soviet 
Russia; it complements ongoing research in art writing, literary criticism and film studies that 
opens up new perspectives for further explorations in the field. 
The understanding of institutions and actors involved in cultural mediation is 
particularly significant today when the Russian art world is undergoing significant change. 
Major Russian art organisations, such as the National Centre of Contemporary Art and the 
Institute of Contemporary Art are undergoing structural transformations. At the same time, the 
Moscow art scene is increasingly dominated by private art institutions. The history of late-
Soviet curation therefore places the development of post-Soviet art infrastructure into 
perspective and contextualises the prevailing collecting strategies that comprise the canon of 
contemporary art. In a nutshell, the investigation of the late-Soviet curatorial thinking allows 
us to decipher the complexities of today’s Russian art world. 
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Archives 
 
Russian State Archive of Literature and Arts [RGALI] 
 
Fond 2943 Moskovskaia organizatssiia Soiuza khudozhnikov RSFSR (MOSKh) 
Op.7 1943 – 1991 
• Ed.435 17 vystavki proizvedenii molodykh khudozhnikov Moskvy posveshchennoi 
mezhdunarodnomu godu mira  (11 listov) 
• Ed.442 17 vystavki proizvedenii molodykh khudozhnikov Moskvy posveshchennoi 
mezhdunarodnomu godu mira (8 listov) 
• Ed.443 18 vystavki proizvedenii molodykh khudozhnikov Moskvy (46 listov) 
• Ed.682 Stenograma sobraniia khudozhnikov, 1985 (91 list) 
• Ed.686 Dokumenty k otchetu o tvorcheskoi rabote v 1985 godu (85 listov) 
• Ed.707 Stenograma obschego sobraniia – obsuzhdenie 17 vystavki proizvedenii 
molodykh khudozhnikov Moskvy, 1987 (191 list) 
 
Archive of the Garage Museum of Contemporary Art, Moscow 
 
Leonid Talochkin Collection 
Section I.3 Diaries and notebooks. 
• Talochkin, L. Personal diary, 1975 
• Talochkin, L. Draft of a speech delivered at the meeting of the organisational 
committee, 1975.  
Section I.4 Diaries and notebooks. 
• Talochkin, L. Personal diary, 1974-1975.  
•    Talochkin, L. Personal diary, 1979.  
• Talochkin, L. Notebook, 1984.  
Section II. Private correspondence with artists and art researchers. 
Folder 5: 
• Talochkin, L. Letter to Kotliarov, V. 10 January 1987 
• Talochkin, L. Letter to Chernyshev, L. 30 April 1987 
• Talochkin, L. Letter to Kotliarov, E. 20 June 1987 
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• Talochkin, L. Letter to Sokov, L. 28 June 1987 
• Talochkin, L. Letter to Chernyshev, M. 27 July 1987 
• Talochkin, L. Letter to Vorobiev, V. 4 August 1987 
• Talochkin, L. Letter to Sokov, L. 18 August 1987 
• Talochkin, L. Letter to Kotliarov, V. 20 August 1987 
• Talochkin, L. Letter to Chernyshev, M. 2 September 1987 
• Talochkin, L. Letter to Lev Nusberg. 4 November 1987 
• Talochkin, L. Letter to Kotliarov, E. 8 November 1987 
• Talochkin, L. Letter to Chernyshev, M. 11 November 1987 
• Talochkin, L. Letter to Kotliarov, V. 14 November 1987 
• Talochkin, L. Letter to Chernyshev, M. 15 November 1987 
• Talochkin, L. Letter to Sokov, L. 14 January 1988 
• Talochkin, L. Letter to Sheidit, A. 20 January 1988 
• Talochkin, L. Letter to Vorobiev, V. 21 January 1988 
Section III. Catalogues, booklets and other materials on nonconformist art 
Folder 36. Newspapers and other documents 
• Item 2709. Invitation to the First Review Exhibition. January, 1976 
Folder 37. Invitations 
• Item 2716. Catalogue of the First Review Exhibition. Signed by the participants of the 
exhibition. January, 1976. 
• Item 2741. Gorkom Grafikov Visitors’ book. 1976.  
Section V. Photo and catalogues of Talochkin’s collections. Materials on artists. 
Folder 45. Letters and notes. 
• Item 2935. Odnoralov, M. Letter to the Office for Cultural Affairs in Moscow City 
Council (Mossovet), 1975.  
Folder 57. Materials on various exibitions 
• Item 3562.Talochkin, L. Untitled [List of artworks included in November 1976 
exhibition in the Central House of Art Workers] Folder 57. Item 3562.  
• Item 3563. Talochkin, L. Untitled [Lists of participants of apartment previews for All-
Union Exhibition], 1976.  
Folder 62. Letters. 
• Item 3702. Talochkin, L. Letter to Lidiia Masterkova, month unknown, 1976.  
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No folder number: 
• Act of the Presidium of the Moscow City Committee of the Professional Union of 
Creative Workers. Records №40. Copy. June, 7, 1976.  
 
Regina Gallery Collection: 
Festival’ installiatsii Animalisticheskie proiekty [Festival of Installations Animalistik 
projects]. Regina Gallery. Booklet. 5 March – 15 April 1992.  
 
Igor Makarevich Collection: 
Shizokitai. Galiutsinatsii u vlasti [Shizo-China, Hallucinations of authority]. Video 
documentation of the exhibition. October, 1990.  
 
Multimedia Library of National Centre of Contemporary Art, Moscow 
 
Folder: Istoriia GTsSI 
[1986 – 1988 “Ermitazh”] 
• Bazhanov, L. Ratification for relevance of amateur association of artists 
Hermitage.1986.  
• Charter of Amateur Association of Artists Hermitage. 1986 
• Constitution of amateur association of artists and art theorists Hermitage, 1986 
• Hermitage. Documentation of Exhibitions. 1986-1987.  
[1987 “Ermitazh”] 
• Retrospective of the practices of Moscow artists: 1957–1987. Hermitage. 1987 
• Minutes of the discussion of Retrospective of the practices of Moscow artists: 1957–
1987. amateur association of artists and art theorists Hermitage. November, 1987 
[1987 “Ermitazh”, k 1980-kh ‘TsSI] 
[1988-1989 VTPO “Tsentr khudozhestvennoi kul’tury”] 
[1990-1991 TsSI] 
Folder: Bazhanov Leonid 
 [Bazhanov Leonid: Foto 80e – 90e: 65]  
Folder: G. Kizeval’ter 
[Klub abanagrdistov “Klava”: 1980 – 1990] 
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Personal Collections 
 
Collection of G. Kiesewalter: 
• Tsvet–Forma–Prostranstvo [Colour–Form–Space], City Committee of Graphic 
Artists. Exhibition catalogue. February, 1976.  
Collection of G.Nikich: 
• Progress report of the first stage of complex sociological research on the subject of 
“Improvement of efficiency of art exhibitions”, 1986.  
• XVII Exhibition of Works of Young Moscow Artists. Thematic-Exposition Plan. 
1987.  
Collection of M.A. Schroth 
• Schroth, M.A. Moscow: Third Rome: A Personal Testimony. 2014. Unpublished 
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Interviews 
 
• Albert, Y. June 2017 
• Alekseev, N. November 2016 
• Backstein, J. November 2016 
• Bokhorov, K. November 2016 
• Dondurei, D. November 2016 
• Erofeev, A. November 2016 
• Kiesewalter, G. November 2016 
• Kolodzei, T. August 2017 
• Kulik, O. March 2018 
• Misiano, V. November 2016 
• Nikich, G. November 2016 
• Obukhova, A. November 2016 
• Schroth, M.A. April 2018 
• Skersis, V. June 2017 
• Zakharov, V. September 2017 
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